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Introduction and Foreword 

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

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

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

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

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 Jason, for letting me steal a pair of lovers 

To Kyle, for a double handful of characters requiring plots 

To Kristy, who helps me get this writing in front of people 
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Deck the Hall 

April 21 

 Peter folded the paper in half and rapped it on the table. 
"If I just pass all my classes this semester," he said, turning in 
his chair to look over his shoulder, "I graduate no problem." 

 The attractive redhead on the couch stretched 
languorously, holding her trashy novel in one hand. "I know 
I'll graduate," she said. "I picked all blowoff classes for my 
last semester. I figured I'd just get an English degree then 
marry someone rich." She inspected her nails. "I figure I'll 
look into a career in public relations instead." 

 "Har har," Peter said, standing. The phone rang. He 
strolled over and picked it up. 

 "Parker place," he said. "Peter here." 

 "Peter, have you seen the news?" a breathy voice asked 
excitedly. His brow furrowed. 

 "No," he said. "What's up, Gwen?" 

 "Channel eight, you gotta check this out," she said. He 
walked over to the television and snapped it on. 

 "--ians killed in a brutal slaying in Roth Hall last night," 
said the trim newswoman. In the background Roth Hall 
stood imposing against the sky, surrounded by police tape 
and stern officers. "The new building was intended to be a 
student center, computer lab, and rare book library. Instead it 
became the scene of a bloody dual murder. The librarians, 
Ellen Deevis and Tanner Kowalski, were shelving books 
when they were attacked about midnight. Police have no 
comment at this time, but as this story develops" 

 Peter stood looking at the television, remote in hand. 
"Wow," he said into the phone. 

 "Isn't it amazing?" Gwen said. "Is MJ there?" 
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 "Yeah," Peter said, a bit dazed. He tossed the phone to 
the redhead, who deftly caught it. 

 "I'll just bet those librarians were 'shelving books' in the 
middle of the night," Mary Jane said archly. "I'll have to call 
you back," Mary Jane added more seriously, and she pushed 
the button to disconnect before Gwen could reply. Peter 
turned to look at Mary Jane. 

 She sighed.  

 "Go get 'em, tiger," she said with a wry grin. 

 He smiled at her, then he was out the door. 

* 

 "Get the circus out of here, will you?" the lean man said 
with a glance at his blocky subordinate. 

 "Yes sir," the heavy man said. He opened the doors and 
stepped into the bright lights of the cameras and the throng 
of press. "No comment. We'll hold a press conference as 
soon as we know more. Now git," he said, and he turned to 
re-enter the office. "How do ya have a circus with just lions 
and clowns?" he asked as he pulled the door shut behind 
him. Uniformed officers shepherded the press away. 

 "Beats me," the lean man said, tapping a cigarette out of 
a battered packet. He put it between his lips but did not light 
it. With a sigh he picked up the sheaf of photos. 

 "Messy," the heavy man said, looking over his shoulder. 

 The door to the office opened, and both men looked up 
sharply. 

 "I said no comment," the big man said. 

 "I'm not with the press," the newcomer replied. He was 
on the tall and slim side, dressed in khakis and a turtleneck 
even in the spring warmth. His brown hair was slicked back, 
his nondescript features unimaginative. His eyes were a bit 
deeper than the rest of him. 
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 "Parker," the lean man said. 

 "Detective Brilhart," Peter replied. "Do you have just a 
minute?" 

 "We're busy," the big man said, his voice surly. 

 "I don't believe we've met," Peter said. "I'm Peter 
Parker." He extended his hand. 

 The big man just looked at him. 

 "This is Detective Joseph Vine," Brilhart said, gesturing. 
"What do you want, Parker?" 

 "I was wondering if I might be helpful on this case," 
Peter said carefully.  

 "Another cooperative investigation?" Brilhart said. 

 "Something like that," Peter nodded. "Something a lot 
like that, actually." 

 "Hey," Vine said. "You know something, out with it. 
Otherwise, hit the bricks, pal." 

 "Hit the bricks?" Peter said, faintly bemused. 

 "I'm afraid the good detective is right on this one, 
Parker," Brilhart said. "I'm going to have to ask you to 
leave." 

 "Detective," Peter said, looking at Brilhart and ignoring 
Vine, "you know me better than to think I'm here to waste 
your time. I might be helpful. There's that business with 
Lincoln and Voorhees; the stolen Schwinters collection; the 
unusual events surrounding the disappearance and 
reappearance of Doctor Connors, the mysterious stabbing of 
Captain Stacy. You know what I can do," he said, intent on 
Brilhart, "and how discreet I can be. Give me a chance to 
help you out on this one. I don’t want to dance this dance 
again." 

 "And you've decided you're going to involve yourself," 
Brilhart said, studying his cigarette. "One way or another." 
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 Peter did not answer. 

 Brilhart met his eyes for a long moment. 

 "Aw, no," Vine said. "You can't be serious." 

 Brilhart opened the file. "Okay, Parker," he said. "These 
are the photos of the bodies." He handed the manila folder 
over, and Peter paged through the enlarged pictures. "Right 
now we're trying to figure out how the perpetrator got in. 
We've reviewed the security tapes, nothing useful there. 
Nobody saw anything. The doors and windows were locked 
and sealed, we've found no evidence of tampering." He 
looked over at Vine. "Parker is an advisor only. He's not 
officially involved in the case." 

 Peter's eyes lingered on the mangled corpses in the 
pictures. He cleared his throat. "The press didn't say anything 
about this," he said. "The tv news said they were brutally 
murdered. Not that they were torn apart." He closed the file. 
"I want to see the site," he said quietly. 

 "Not an option," Vine said quickly. "Only police are 
allowed in that building until we're sure it's safe." 

 Peter looked at Brilhart, who sighed. 

 "We're staking the place out tonight," Brilhart said. "We 
have six S.W.A.T. officers on the job. If whatever it was 
comes back then we'll see how it does against M-16s." 

 "That's a bad idea," Peter said, shaking his head and 
handing the file back. 

 "Look," Brilhart said, narrowing his eyes. "You're 
pushing your luck, Parker. I don't think you want to do that." 

 "Thanks for letting me look at the file," Peter said with a 
nod. "I really appreciate it. I'll be in touch." 

 "Don' let the door hit yer butt on the way out," Vine 
muttered as Peter left. He turned to Brilhart. "What was all 
that about?" he said. "We letting any Joe Schmoe in on our 
investigation now?" 
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 "No," Brilhart said quietly. He turned to Vine. "Have a 
full two squads of S.W.A.T. outside Roth Hall tonight on 
standby." 

 Vine sighed. "Yes sir." 

* 

 "Got any leads, Encyclopedia Brown?" Mary Jane asked 
as Peter walked in.  

 "I'd say it's chili, with garlic bread browning in the oven," 
Peter said, touching his hand to his concentrating forehead. 
"I would say grapes on the side." He opened his eyes. "How 
did I do?" 

 "You know," Mary Jane said thoughtfully, "I cook more 
over here than I do at home. Anyway, you've cracked the 
case," Mary Jane said as Peter straddled a chair. She turned 
from the stove. "Somehow I think that in spite of your 
detecting prowess you'll still be oddly absent come 
sundown." 

 "It's tough to live with being that transparent," Peter 
chuckled. "As for leads. When I first saw the pictures," he 
said, and he swallowed hard, "I thought it had to be Creed. 
These people were torn to pieces. But then I found out the 
perpetrator left no clear sign of entry. That makes me think 
of the lizard; makes more sense, since he's used the campus 
as a lair before and Creed has no reason to do this. I could 
find out a lot more if they'd let me on the site. But they 
won't." 

 "So you're going to skulk." 

 "Good word," Peter said with a nod. "Yes, I shall skulk." 
He sighed.  

 Mary Jane pulled the bread out of the oven and served 
up the bowls of gloppy chili. Peter got up and helped 
himself, then they sat down at the table. 

 "It's hours until sundown yet," Mary Jane said. 
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 Peter looked up at her. 

 "Perhaps I can help you pass the time," she said with a 
sly grin. 

 "That," he said, "sounds like a wonderful idea." 

* 

 The spider ghost skulked along the roof. There were 
skylights, yes, but they had steel shutters that were pressure 
sensitive. He had already shadowed along the walls and 
looked the windows over. They were thick modern windows, 
well installed, with a security system. Subtlety would be 
required to breach them without tripping the alarm; subtlety 
that didn't seem to match the vicious attack. The spider 
ghost had also noticed the two S.W.A.T. vans parked out 
front, the patrolling officers. 

 This building could be broken into easily enough by a 
professional thief, but not by a monster. Peter sat lost in 
thought for a moment. He could just peel a shutter back and 
slip in, but that would leave signs of forced entry. Peter was 
pretty sure he didn't want to leave evidence that could tie 
him to the murderer. He did not want to be a suspect. 

 A low swell of alertness swept through him; something 
out of place. He perked up and looked around. Then he 
heard the gunfire. 

 And the screaming. 

 Inside. 

 As backup mobilized and dashed in the front door in full 
gear, assault rifles ready, the spider ghost whirled along the 
side of the building erratically, glancing in windows, trying to 
get a lock on the muffled screaming that cut short along with 
the bursts of gunfire. Sealed in the building, the sound 
bounced around until his senses couldn't pinpoint a source. 
He heard shouts inside as he turned to check out the last side 
of the building, but he couldn't see anything. He darted up to 
the roof, found the one skylight that wasn't shuttered 
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because the glass was tough enough. The tented skylight was 
huge, and it ran half the length of the building. He looked 
down into the central concourse. 

 Five bodies were torn limb from limb and strewn about 
the three story hall that accessed the rest of the building. 
Almost sixty feet up, Peter saw a drop of blood on the inside 
of the glass; he moved to the slowly oozing  drop of blood 
and looked at it, inches away, while on the floor far below 
the S.W.A.T. team frantically searched the building. 

 "Where's Merkel?" shouted one of the officers. 

 Then another officer stumbled out of the student lounge, 
desperately fighting back nausea. "Most of him is in there," 
he managed in a shaky voice. 

 Peter glared down at the carnage. "Well, Connors," he 
murmured, "you're off the hook." Whatever did this was 
stronger than the lizard. 

 A lot stronger. 

 Peter gritted his teeth and fought the feeling of 
helplessness that washed him. 

 "Time to be Peter Parker," he said to himself, "and see if 
we can get a little closer." 

 

April 22 

 The unmarked pulled up and parked, and as Brilhart 
opened the door Peter stood by it, coffee in hand. Peter 
smiled wryly at him. "Good morning, officer," he said. 

 "You want to come in with us," Brilhart stated. 

 Peter nodded silently. 

 Brilhart heaved a sigh and glanced at Vine. 

 "I can't believe you're even thinkin about letting this 
college boy take a look at a crime scene we haven't even seen 
yet." Vine's features were set. 
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 Brilhart eyed Parker. "Okay," he said. "Okay, you can 
come. But don't get out of line or this collaboration is over." 

 Vine snorted but said nothing. He glared at Peter. 

 "Right," Peter said as Brilhart took the coffee. The three 
of them headed up through the police barricade to the Hall, 
then inside. 

 The stink of death hung in the air. 

 "Dear God," Brilhart muttered. He glanced up to where 
an arm, torn from the body, balanced on one of the support 
beams two stories above the floor. 

 "The S.W.A.T. team is a mural," Vine said unsteadily, 
eyes wide as he looked around. "What could do this?" 

 Peter squatted by one of the bodies, then glanced around 
keenly. "Let's go to the student lounge," he said.  

 "Vine, find out what you can," Brilhart said. He went 
with Peter to the lounge. 

 Scattered on the floor were the tattered remains of one 
of the officers. Peter knelt and took in the sight, then looked 
at Brilhart. 

 "This one was eaten. So was one of the librarians." He 
looked down. "The quantities that are gone would imply to 
me dessert rather than the meal. But that might change. 
Whatever did this," he said, looking back at Brilhart, "likes 
the taste of people." 

 "You wanted to come in so you could figure out how the 
perp accessed the building," Brilhart said in a tight voice. 
"Do your magic, Parker." 

 Peter walked to the computer lab, drawing puzzled looks 
from the officers on the scene. The forensics crews were at 
work now, taking pictures and samples. Outside, the media 
had arrived in force. 

 Peter walked into the labs. "You've studied the security 
schematics, right?" he said to Brilhart. 
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 "Of course." 

 "There must be vents for cabling, maintenance, and so 
on, made big enough for people to crawl into. Right?" Peter 
said. 

 "Right, but there are sensors on all the entries to the 
system. We'd know if it was accessed." 

 "Maybe," Peter said with a shrug. The lab's ceiling was a 
story and a half, a solid twenty feet off the ground. Peter 
peered up.  The lights hung lower, about ten feet up, leaving 
the ceiling in shadow. 

 Peter picked up a chair and put it on a table, then 
climbed up and reached for a light fixture. He pulled himself 
up to stand on the florescent bar light housing. 

 "What are you doing?" Brilhart said. "Don't break your 
neck!" 

 "I won't," Peter said. He nimbly walked along the light 
and hopped to the next one. Then a jump took him high 
enough to grip-- 

 A hole in the ceiling. 

 Peter pulled himself up into the access corridor then 
looked down at Brilhart. "Whatever it was seems to have 
made its own access. That's why the alarms weren't tripped. 
I'm going to see what I can find from here," he added. 

 "I'll be damned," Brilhart said softly. "I'm going for 
backup. Don't do anything stupid!" he yelled. Then he turned 
and dashed out to the concourse. 

 "I won't," Peter said softly. He pulled himself further into 
the narrow access. It stank of old and diseased reptilian 
nastiness. The tunnel was a solid three feet square, but the 
walls and roof were rubbed hard; whatever it was must have 
had to really squeeze to fit in here. Peter didn't have that 
problem. He stealthed along, the scent of his prey fresh in his 
nostrils. The trail led to a vertical shaft, and down. Peter 
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followed it in the dark, his senses telling him everything he 
needed to know. 

 The raw violated metal had been torn through, and Peter 
poked his head through the hole, down into the sewer. And 
from there… 

 Peter's hand touched something damp. He focused on it. 
Where the wall had been beaten through, it must have cut 
the creature that did it. A small scrap of flesh was wedged in 
the metal by the brick. Peter prized it loose and put it in a 
ziploc bag in his pocket. 

 Then Peter felt a chill, and he pulled back, retreated all 
the way through the venting system to emerge from the 
ceiling as the police brought in a ladder. 

 Peter dropped to the light, to a table, and hopped to the 
floor. "It goes to the sewer," he said to Brilhart. 

 "Checkpoints in sewer intersections under this building," 
Brilhart said to Vine. "Teargas, full gear, all weapons. I want 
two full squads in here tonight, and one in the sewer. This 
will not happen again. I want to be ready for it this time, you 
read me?" he said. 

 "I'm on it," Vine said. He turned and headed out. "And 
I'll tell the press--" 

 "No comment," Brilhart said with a nod. He turned back 
to Peter. "I'll be in touch," he said. 

 Peter saw new doubt in the detective's eyes. He nodded. 

 "See you later," he said, and he left. 

 He checked his time sense. One o'clock. Hm. Doug 
would probably be sleeping. 

He swung by a diner, ordered coffee and a bagel, 
and scribbled a note on a napkin as he swiftly ate. Then he 
wrapped the note around the ziploc bag, drove to a condo 
some distance away, and left it in a mailbox. He smiled to 
himself as he drove home to get some sleep. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

April 23 

 A line of webbing shot out, slapped into the phone, and 
carried it off the table to splat against the wall. Peter's head 
popped up off the pillow, his eyes blearily tracing the line of 
his web to where the phone rang again. 

 "Dammit," he grunted, rolling out of bed and bounding 
to the phone. He pried the handset loose from the wall. 
"Parker place, Peter here," he managed. 

 "Thought you'd be interested," Brilhart's voice said over 
the line. "I got an eyewitness to the last case. She's scared of 
uniforms. Thought maybe she'd tell you something she 
wouldn't tell us." 

 "I thought you had janitorial staff cleared out before the 
stakeout," Peter said. 

 "She was on vacation and didn't get the note. You want a 
shot at this or not?" 

 Peter squinted at the clock. Class in two hours, a 
chemistry test. No big deal. "Yeah, I'll be there in a minute," 
he said. He hung up. "Get dressed," he muttered, "go solve 
the crime, then take Chemistry test." He smiled crookedly. 
"Doesn't leave much for after lunch." 

* 

 He strolled into the police station, saw Brilhart turning 
some paperwork over to the front desk. Brilhart turned to 
him and nodded. "This way," he said. "To the interrogation 
room." 

 "So what's her name?" Peter said. 

 "Maria," Brilhart said, opening the door. "She'll be here 
in a minute." 
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 Peter walked into the small room with a table and two 
chairs. He glanced up at the security cameras. There was only 
one window in the room, a slot on the door. Peter narrowed 
his eyes. The door closed behind him. 

 Suddenly his senses flared to life as he heard the bolt 
slide on the door. 

 "Hey," he said. "Brilhart. What gives?" 

 Brilhart pulled the slot open and looked in at Peter. 

 "I'm sorry," he said.  

 "There's no witness," Peter suddenly realized, going 
numb. "What the hell are you doing, Brilhart?" 

 "I have to be sure of you, Parker," Brilhart said. "This is 
for your own good. I'm not charging you, this is protective 
custody. I can't keep you away from the crime scene any 
other way, and tonight is important. You'll be moved to a cell 
shortly." He paused. "I'm sorry." He snapped the slot closed. 

 Peter stared at the door, feeling rage swell in him. It took 
all his energy to resist yanking the door from its frame, 
tossing it at the nearest cop, snatching Brilhart, and 
suspending him from a flagpole two hundred feet from the 
ground. Then continuing the investigation. 

 Then there would be no more Peter Parker. He sighed, 
and sat down at the table. 

 "Lunch better be damned good," he muttered. He 
growled as he rubbed his eyes. "'I'm sorry, mister teacher, I 
missed the test because I was in protective custody.' And he 
thought he'd heard it all…" 

 

April 24 

 Peter paced the narrow cell. He knew everything there 
was to know about it; the composition of its walls, how thick 
the paint was and how many times it had been painted, the 
brand and condition of the mattress on the shelf bunk, the 
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tensile strength it would take to rip the bars clean out of the 
wall and stroll to freedom. 

 It had been a long, long night. 

 The heavy door at the end of the cell block's hall opened, 
and Brilhart walked in. He was unshaven, ashen faced; he 
moved like a man twice his age. He walked up to Peter's cell 
and unlocked it, not making eye contact. 

 "This has got to stop," he said quietly. "I don't want the 
details." 

 He didn't watch as Peter left. 

* 

 Peter stopped at the pay phone and called Mary Jane. 
The phone rang almost through a single ring before it was 
snatched up. 

 "Hello?" Mary Jane said. 

 "This is Peter," he said grimly. 

 "Peter, where've you been?" she said, trying to be casual. 

 "Brilhart lured me to the station and locked me up with 
protective custody so I wouldn't interfere in their efforts last 
night," Peter said, trying not to sound bitter and failing. 

 The other end of the line was very quiet. 

 "I'm headed over there now," Peter said. "To see what I 
can see." 

 "Don't you think you should go to school first?" Mary 
Jane said. "There was a pop quiz in astronomy too, I hear." 

 Peter groaned. "I'll get over there and see what I can 
salvage," he said. "But I can't let this go on." 

 "I understand," Mary Jane said. "Just get it over with, will 
you? And no more protective custody without a phone call." 
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 "I'll try to avoid that in the future," Peter said dryly. He 
paused. "You're the first and only person I've called since 
they let me out. I'll see you this afternoon." 

 "Smoothie," Mary Jane said. "Bye." She hung up. 

 Peter hung up too. "Not sure I've been called that 
before," he said with a sigh. 

 Then his eyes narrowed and he headed for the campus. 

* 

 As Peter ducked under the fluttering police tape line, he 
noticed a considerable amount of vomit in the bushes by the 
front door. This was sure to be lovely. As he approached, 
none of the police noticed him; indeed, even if he spoke to 
them he wasn't sure they'd notice him. They weren't 
supposed to. Because he wasn't supposed to be here. 

 Peter walked in the front door and stiffened at the 
carnage. The bodies were still in place, a forensics team 
taking pictures and recording every detail of their gristly 
deaths. Peter carefully stepped around and over the evidence 
as he took it in. 

 First things first. 

 He headed to the security room. The door had been 
blasted off its hinges from the inside by a blow from a deeply 
powerful fist. Peter glanced in. The monitors that weren't 
smashed were clotted with remains. A gaping hole in the wall 
told the story. The intruder crawled through the vents to get 
in the wall of the security center, then started the attack. 
Those in close quarters, taken by surprise, had no chance. 
Only a small grouping of shots hit the ceiling. Then three 
men were dead. Peter's senses played across the room, 
building a picture for him of how it had gone. 

 The noise had alerted the others. Peter turned, and in his 
mind's eye he could see reinforcements running down the 
hallway when the door blew off its hinges. They would stop. 
Ready their weapons. Peter looked carefully, picking out 
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details that it would take hours for a normal man to glean 
from the surroundings. The creature had pulled back, down 
the hall away from the officers, around the corner, and they 
had chased it while firing. Peter walked around the corner. It 
had waited, pouncing at close range. They had hit it, they 
must have hit it, but its hide could take a few hits and then 
they were all dead. Peter looked at the ceiling and saw a 
bloody palm print the size of his chest. Sharp claws had 
created small holds, the creature had sort of palmed the 
ceiling and the wall to slowly crawl. It was that strong. Right. 

 He followed the trail. It had clung to the ceiling and 
crawled around to the balcony, to the rafters. Securing high 
ground. Peter walked out to the concourse. Two snipers on 
the rafters; one had been taken unawares, the other had 
panicked and jumped. Peter saw a severed line where one of 
them had leaped off and been killed in the air, and the 
paramedics were quietly discussing how to get the other 
down. 

 As the snipers were killed, the police had pulled back to 
the concourse, circled up, ready to take him with 
concentrated firepower. But he had dropped from the rafters 
in the middle of their cluster, restricting their fields of fire. 

 Peter stood looking silently at the mound of bodies. One 
had been bitten through the face and dropped. One had been 
backhanded to sail twenty feet to break headfirst into a pillar. 
One's armor vest had been stomped, breaking every bone in 
his chest. The paramedics had tried to save him, but he had 
drowned in his own blood. Yes, they had an opportunity to 
fire. But it wasn't enough. 

 A few lost their nerve and ran. They were hunted. Peter 
spent another twenty minutes walking through the building, 
staying out of the way of the crews recording evidence and 
removing bodies. He accounted for sixteen bodies, over two 
squads. Then he returned to the security room. 
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 He peered inside the vent, saw a sloppy bloody smear on 
the way up, both rust colored blood smears and a darker 
shade. It was wounded when it crawled up. 

 So it didn't start here. 

 Peter glanced around; no one was watching at the 
moment. He dropped into the shaft, navigated to where the 
ventilation had been punched through from the sewer access. 
He hesitated, then dropped into the sewer.  

 A thin sheet of filth lay across the sewer access tunnel. 
The acrid tang of teargas hung heavy in the air, and the 
coppery stink of blood swirled up from where his feet 
disturbed the surface of the liquid he stood in. 

 That's when he felt it. 

 His scalp crawled as he sensed the malignant evil hanging 
in the air. As he breathed in he was suffused with the stench 
of the power behind the thing that had done this. 

 He didn't need to walk through the junction to find 
where the police had been surprised and mangled. He knew 
what he faced now. There was no point in trying to trace the 
creature back to its lair. The tunnels were its home territory 
now, and the teargas was wreaking havoc with Peter's senses. 
His jaw tightened as he swiftly navigated the ducts to return 
to the hall. He didn't have to find it. 

 He only had to wait. In this hall. Tonight. It would find 
him. 

 As he approached the concourse, he saw that the bodies 
had all been picked up and there were drastically fewer police 
in the building at this point. He saw the glare of lights and he 
approached the front of the concourse, where he saw 
Brilhart's back as the detective talked to the press. Their 
cameras and lights and microphones were lined up on him as 
he gave his statement. 

 "has given his approval," Brilhart was saying. "I have a 
Special Crimes Unit working on the case now. The regular 
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police have been pulled back, with only S.W.A.T. officers 
and specialists on hand. The monster that's been killing our 
police will be dealt with firmly. This spree will end." 

 "Detective," one reporter said, "you said 'monster.' Can 
you give us any details?" 

 "Maybe tomorrow," Brilhart said with a crooked grimace 
that could be a grin. 

 "Parker," Vine said, mouthing the word like it tasted bad. 
Peter turned to see the heavy detective approach. "Brilhart 
said you'd be here." 

 "Special Crimes Unit?" Peter asked, eyebrows raised. 

 Vine shrugged. "Brilhart is bluffing. He thinks you are the 
Special Crimes Unit. He thinks you can somehow pull this 
off. And the mayor didn't approve. The mayor is just going 
to keep his mouth shut in case it works. If it doesn't, 
tomorrow morning Brilhart is in deep trouble if you screw 
up. The commissioner is too wrapped up in his battle with 
Internal Affairs to be much help one way or the other, his 
authority is shot. If you somehow work all this out, then 
everybody's a hero." 

 Peter nodded. "I understand. Can I please have the 
building to myself tonight? Well, me and a friend of mine." 

 "No," Vine said, his voice flat. "I insist on having some 
volunteers in the building. All these guys had pals that were 
massacred by this thing. They have a reason, and frankly I 
trust them more than I trust you. Don't you dare argue with 
me, either. Brilhart just staked his whole career on your 
goofy claims." Vine scowled at Peter. 

 "I don't like you," Vine added. "I don't know what's 
going on here and I don't like it." 

 "I have this friend," Peter said. "He specializes in stuff 
like this." 

 "Then why isn't he here?" Vine muttered, squinting. 
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 "He's shy," Peter said, "and that's all you need to know." 

 Vine was quiet for a moment. "Brilhart aint gonna be 
around forever, you snot," he said. "Just remember that." He 
turned and clumped off. 

 "Thank you, have a nice day," Peter nodded after him. 
Peter headed to the back door, where an officer stood guard. 
The officer let him out.  

 "Gotta go home," Peter muttered to himself as he 
headed down the sidewalk. "Get some mesh, get some food. 
After I've talked to my professors to salvage what I can out 
of this fiasco." He gritted his teeth. "This would be a lot 
easier," he murmured, "if the whole thing wasn't my fault." 

* 

 Dusk. 

 "So when do you think this sorry s.o.b. will come get 
some?" one officer asked another. 

 "Full dark," the other nodded, his steely eyes glinting, his 
jaw tight. "It won't wait tonight." 

 "Think so?" the officer said. 

 "Oh yeah. It has a taste for blood and mayhem, and it's 
just getting warmed up." 

 They stood guard over the front door to the concourse, 
looking out at the darkening world through the thick glass. 
They saw Peter Parker walk up the sidewalk towards the 
building. 

 "We don't have to let him in," one officer smirked. 

 "The other scowled. "We'll want him in here tonight," he 
said. "He knows about blood and mayhem." 

 "You're kidding, right?" the smaller man said, eyebrows 
raised. 

 "It's in the eyes," officer said with a nod. "We want him 
in here tonight." 
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 "Whatever you say, Petit," the officer said, unlocking the 
door. Peter stepped in with a nod. 

 "Gentlemen," he said. He glanced around, then up. "All 
ten of you accounted for. It's good that you didn't go down 
into the sewer." 

 "No need," Petit said. "It's on its way now." 

 "I have no doubt you're right," Peter nodded. "Where's 
Vine?" 

 "Brilhart pulled him off this stakeout," Petit said. "Didn't 
want him to slow you down. When you do what you do." 

 "It's not so much what I do as who I call," Peter said.  

 "Whatever you say," Petit nodded.  

 Peter let that go. "I need you to do something for me." 

 "What's that," Petit said. 

 "When this thing shows up it's going to get ugly," Peter 
said. "This killer can't be stopped with bullets. Not fast 
enough. People will die. And there are enough dead cops." 

 "You swear you can stop it?" Petit said. 

 "It will be stopped," Peter said, looking straight into the 
other man's uncompromising stare. 

 Petit searched Peter's eyes for a long moment, then 
nodded. "When the monster comes," he said, "we'll pull back 
while you keep it busy." 

 Peter slowly nodded. "It'll have to do," he said. "I just 
came to see how things are set up. I'm on my way out now. 
I'll send my friend. Could someone unlock the third window 
from the left on the balcony?" 

 "I'll see to it personally," Petit said. 

 "Good," Peter said. "I'll see you all tomorrow, hale and 
hearty. And don't let my friend get taken out by friendly fire." 
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 "Sleep well," Petit said. He let the door close as Peter 
walked down the steps, away from the building. 

 "What do you think of that, Fenwick?" Petit asked the 
other officer. 

 "He's nuts," Fenwick said with a shrug. "I have no idea 
what Brilhart is thinking on this one." 

 Petit smiled. "I'll go unlock the third window from the 
left on the balcony, and maybe we'll find out." 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 Five policemen were set up in shooting positions in the 
concourse, the other five patrolled the perimeter of the vast 
hall. Almost nine o'clock. 

 A grunting cough rolled through the building, low and 
deep; it was a sound that chilled the officers to the bone. 

 "Get ready, men," Petit said into the tac net. "Here we 
go." 

 All around the room, M-16s were cocked. 

 With a dull crunch, one of the shooters on the balcony 
flew out into open space and slowly fell end for end, missing 
the back of his head, then smacked down on the floor. He 
bounced then slid, then was utterly still. 

 A full minute ticked by. 

 Then some instinct warned Petit, and he spun-- 

 To see a hellish face, massive fangs, darting down at him-
- 

 A sleek black fist crashed into the jaw of the monster, 
knocking its bite off course and sending it reeling. Petit felt 
an incredible push in his chest armor as the spider ghost 
shoved him. He fell and slid twenty feet, then rolled to his 
feet; he had no shot that didn't threaten his rescuer. He 
turned and sprinted along the balcony; "Fall back!" he 
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gasped, breathless from the shove. "Fall back to the front 
door!" 

 Behind him, the spider ghost squared off with the huge 
shadow. 

 It was easily seven foot, maybe taller if it didn't hunch. 
It's skin was a filthy, mottled gray, tough and leathery and 
scored with small bullet wounds. It was hairless, its head 
smooth and its jaw elongated and stuffed with razor sharp 
teeth. Glittering eyes were set deep in heavy bone sockets. It 
flexed its claws as it loomed over the smaller man. 

 "Let's dance," Peter said. 

 He easily evaded its snap, then it lashed out with its 
talons. Peter slid around the first swipe, then hopped off the 
balcony as it swung again. It was fast for a creature its size; 
faster than a normal man. Not in the league of the spider 
ghost. The monster bounded off the balcony, landing on the 
floor of the concourse with a reverberating thud. 

 It was beginning to grow angry; Peter saw the rage 
building in its beady eyes. It rushed to him, slashing and 
snapping, and he ducked and slid out of the way of the 
attacks. That's it. Wear yourself out. He gracefully 
backflipped out of the creature's range, and it sprang at him. 

 He smiled. 

 He landed on his back, kicking hard, and the spring was 
met with a precise two heeled kick to the collarbone. The 
monster's momentum reversed, but it didn't fly back far. It 
bounced off the spider ghost's feet and landed, slashing. 

 Peter twirled out of the way. There should have been a 
snap. But there wasn't. 

 He scooted back, planning his next move. The massive 
monster hunched, ready to spring. Then the fully automatic 
clatter of assault rifles roared out from the doorway to the 
concourse, and a hail of bullets slapped into the monster. 
One officer launched a grenade. 
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 The monster bucked and reeled, twitching, as the bullets 
kicked it back. Then the fragmentation grenade exploded, 
sending razor sharp bits of metal casing singing along the 
walls and floor. They stopped shooting into the slow swirling 
of smoke. 

 For a moment it was quiet except for the tinkling roll of 
shell casings. They listened intently, but their hearing was 
brutalized from the gunfire. Not one of them looked up. 

 Then the monster crashed to the ground in front of 
them, the spider ghost riding him all the way to the floor 
from his ambush spot on the ceiling. "Run, dammit!" the 
spider ghost shouted as the monster rolled over with a 
backhand swipe that would have taken his guts out if he had 
not bounded clear. 

 Petit saw that its hide was bloody and torn. The bullets 
had at least penetrated. And now he was point blank. He 
snarled and opened up with the rifle, blasting away. 

 It was so fast. The monster rolled, evading much of the 
fire. Its hide deflected some of the rest, then it slapped Petit's 
gun away and snatched his vest, arm poised to slash at his 
head. 

 Then the spider ghost was behind it again, snatching the 
wrist. "Go now or die," the spider ghost grunted as he spun, 
applying all his strength to holding the monster's wrist. It was 
lifted over his head, slung through the air, and smashed 
down on the ground. Petit was along for the ride, still 
gripped in the monster's free hand. He slammed down and 
everything went dark for him. 

 The officers piled out the front door of the concourse; 
only one hesitated. The monster slung Petit as a weapon, 
swinging the unconscious man against the spider ghost. The 
spider ghost was out of the way, snatched the body and 
tugged on the back of the flak vest. It tore, freeing the 
officer. As part of the same smooth spin, the spider ghost 
grabbed the man and shoved him at the last officer, knocking 
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them both down. Then he turned to face the monster as it 
freed its claws from the vest. 

 "Come on," Peter said to it. "Your fight is with me, not 
them. Show me what you've got." 

 Blood trickled down its arms and chest and scalp from 
dozens of inconsequential wounds, light scratches in its 
incredibly tough hide. It looked at the spider ghost, then over 
at the two downed police, then back at the spider ghost. It 
leaped. 

 The conscious officer screamed as the vast bulk closed in 
on him, but then the spider ghost was between them. The 
spider ghost snatched the monster's wrist and slung it off 
course. The huge creature crashed into the wall. Peter did not 
release the wrist; he bounded to the side and tugged hard. 
The monster was jerked away from the wall and slung 
around. It pulled its arm in to its chest, trying to catch him in 
a bear hug, but he was adhered to the wrist now. He 
gracefully shifted so the momentum of the move carried him 
over the monster's shoulder. He tugged hard, trying to 
dislocate the shoulder. 

 Instead, the monster flexed its legs, torso, and arm to 
swing its captor over it to crash down on the floor and 
shatter. The spider ghost arced over it, refusing to let the 
wrist go, but landed on its feet and squatted, taking the entire 
force. The spider ghost spun down on one knee, and the 
monster was wrenched to the side, off its feet, to slide 
awkwardly on the ground. 

 "I'm not letting go until you give up," Peter Parker gritted 
out, staring into the beady eyes of the creature he gripped. It 
chuffed out a breath. Peter went cold as he smelled his own 
breath in the breathing of this creature. 

 Here we go, he thought. The next ten seconds are the most 
critical. 

 His world was full of the claws that tore through the air 
at him, but he managed to whirl out of the way and bounce 
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up as the jaws snapped at him. He screamed as he jerked at 
the arm, pulling the monster off balance. It was so strong! 
Stronger than he was. But he had its wrist. This wasn't going 
to end prettily. 

 The spider ghost was not about to lose this one. 

 The monster charged bodily at a pillar, the spider ghost 
on its wrist a battering ram. At the last possible moment 
Peter twisted out of the way, letting the monster take the full 
hit. He spun and yanked on the wrist, and the monster 
stumbled, then flexed to try to free its limb. The spider ghost 
was taken by surprise, pulled off the floor; in the air with no 
leverage he didn't have time to react before the monster spun 
him to smash into the wall. 

 Dark lights exploded in Peter's vision; he knew he still 
had the wrist but he couldn't feel it anymore, and the whole 
world swirled around him. He saw jaws, he punched; he saw 
the floor, he twisted. For a disorienting, shocking moment he 
wasn't sure which way was up. Then he saw a wall, and 
slammed his feet at it, sticking for all he was worth. 

 In that moment he realized it was trying to get away from 
him. 

 He followed its gaze to see one officer trying to heft the 
other out of the building. The monster lunged for them. 

 "No!" Peter shouted, clinging to the wall with his feet 
and to the wrist with both hands. 

 It buckled down and exerted itself. Peter howled as he 
felt like he'd be pulled in two. Then the stonework he was 
adhered to tore out of the wall and he was carried along in 
the monster's rush. 

 "No!" Peter shouted again, twisting the arm as hard as he 
could. Through his fingers where they clamped down near 
bone, he felt the joint grind and creak as he twisted. The 
monster ignored the pain, hellbent on claiming two more 
lives at least. 
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 Peter suddenly had a very clear choice. He was too shaky 
to be sure of stopping the monster before the police were 
killed. The only way he could do it was to kill the monster. 
Its life or theirs. 

 He remembered its eyes. 

 No, there must be another way. 

 Peter gritted his teeth as he slung his knee into the 
monster's elbow hinge from behind; he felt a tendon go in 
the arm. Then he rammed both his feet into the monster's 
armpit, bucking straight with every fiber of strength he had. 
The monster screamed and fell, and the two of them slid 
along the floor towards the police. 

 "Leave," Peter gritted, twisting, "them," as something in 
the shoulder crunched, "ALONE!" 

 With a nauseating rip and pop, Peter's entire strength 
managed to crack some ribs and dislocate the shoulder, 
twisting the bone sideways in a way it could not twist. Meat 
tore, tendons snapped, and the creature made a sound 
somewhere between a gasp and a scream. 

 The officers made it out of the building. 

 The creature lay squalling, a sound mixing hate and pain 
and fear and rage. It staggered to one knee as the spider 
ghost backed off, using the useless arm as a leash to control 
it. 

 "It's over," Peter said firmly. "Give it up." 

 It stared at him, absolutely nothing human in its eyes. 
Then it unleashed a fearsome scream and jerked away from 
him. He barely had time to stick to the floor, squat, and pull 
for all he was worth. The monster was unrelenting, the 
scream building in volume until Peter thought his head 
would burst. 

 Then it tore free. 
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 Peter flew over backwards as the arm was pulled entirely 
away, the last muscle and hide that held arm and shoulder 
together unable to withstand the pressures they put on it. 

 The monster stopped screaming, staggered a few steps, 
and fell heavily to its knees as Peter slowly sat up, looking 
down in horror at the monster's arm. Its lifeblood sluiced out 
of its shoulder socket and spattered on the floor; it seemed 
like there were gallons of it. Then the monster slowly pushed 
itself to its feet and stumbled away from Peter. 

 Every muscle in his body screamed with abuse as he 
shoved the arm to the side and unsteadily stood. 

 "Give up now and you can still survive this," Peter said, 
knowing better and incongruously thinking of Connors. 

 The monster broke into a lope, headed into the hallways 
behind the concourse. Peter gave chase, still unsteady on his 
feet. It was still fast! He followed it, down the hall to the 
security office. He looked down through the hole in the wall. 
Great. 

 Just great. 

 But it was too late to turn back now. 

 Peter dropped into the hole, slithered along the passages 
the monster had taken, slicked and running with vital blood. 
He hit the sewers, the monster's trail easy to follow now that 
it was gushing like a stuck pig. Time became surreal as Peter 
followed the fresh plumes of blood in the sewage, plashed 
along the walls. He felt he was pushing against something 
more substantial than the smell and the darkness as he 
continued, a darker presence than the one he followed. After 
nearly an hour he came to an old pump station, where large 
tunnels intersected. Out of the tunnel and up on the dias, the 
dying monster had crawled. By the thin light of weak bulbs 
set in the wall Peter saw the corpse. 

 He took a few steps forward. This wasn't quite done. 
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 He heard a rumbling cough in the darkness ahead, and 
from one of the tunnels waddled a huge crocodile. It was 
crusted in filth, but its teeth had grown too long, extending 
over and under the snout. It was blind, and its skin was laced 
with hardened carapace and disease.  

 Peter recognized a creature tainted with the Darkstone. 
"Alright then," he said. "Let's see what you've got." 

 The creature picked itself up and sprinted at him, moving 
its tremendous bulk with uncanny speed. Its jaws loomed, 
and Peter bounded towards it. He planted one foot in its jaw, 
in the slime by its tongue, and put his two fists on the roof of 
its mouth. Then he stood up. With a dull crack that echoed 
in the tunnels, its jaw hinge snapped. The spider ghost 
hopped out of the floppy mouth and punched a fist down 
through its eye socket, then kicked it over to the side. 

 "If that doesn't do it," he said, "come back and I've got 
some more." 

 Then he stiffened. Something else was here. 

 Something hissed in the darkness, a deep hiss that almost 
echoed with malignance. Peter turned and looked into the 
pitch darkness; it was aggressively dark, not merely lightless. 
Something was moving. He saw glittering, and a vast bulk 
pulled itself towards him. It had nine eyes. 

 Eight eyes. And a darkstone embedded in its head. The 
vast bulk of spider hauled itself closer, clacking its unreal 
mandibles and hissing again. 

 Peter gathered his strength. 

 "You have something that belongs to me," he said coolly. 

 Then he went and got it. 

 

CHAPTER FOUR 

 An exhausted young man pulled himself out of the storm 
drain and stumbled into the nearby bushes, squatting in the 
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rags that remained of his mesh. He held up a sodden baggie 
made of some mesh. Inside was the Darkstone. He smiled to 
himself. 

 "Go home, take a shower first and foremost for as long 
as it takes, then deal with last night's work," he muttered to 
himself. 

 Almost two hours later it was approaching midnight as 
he knocked on the door to an old brownstone mansion. The 
door creaked open, and Peter stepped inside. He was dressed 
in fresh clothes, his hair slick from his shower. 

 "Strange?" he said. He looked up to the balcony and saw 
the Sorcerer Supreme in the shadows. 

 "Yes?" 

 "I got the Darkstone," he said. "You're the only person I 
can think of who could put it somewhere safe so it doesn't 
come back to haunt me." 

 Strange glided down the stairs and took the paper bag, 
peering inside. "This is something else," he said, and he 
looked at Peter sharply. 

 "You can put it in a safe place, right?" Peter said. 

 "Most certainly," Strange said, closing the bag. "You did 
the right thing." 

 "I would love to stay and tell the story," Peter said, every 
inch of him sore, "but I really have to go finish something 
up." 

 Strange nodded. "Go. Be safe." 

 Peter shot him a crooked smile. "See you later." He 
turned and left the building. 

 Twenty minutes later he trudged up the steps on the 
sidewalk in front of Roth Hall. He chose not to be seen as he 
wove through the pack of press in front of the door, then he 
slipped past the police holding the press back. They moved 
to stop him, recognized him, then didn't see him. He moved 
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through the front doors and found Brilhart standing gazing 
down at the arm. It was over six feet from claw to bone knob 
sticking out of the torn shoulder meat. 

 "Thought you'd never show," Brilhart said 
conversationally. "What am I supposed to do with this?" 

 "Simple enough," Peter said. "You set a clamp trap, it 
brushed against it and got its wrist caught. Couldn't pull free, 
so it tore its arm off trying. You just saved the day. Nothing 
could survive that." 

 "Nothing could survive it, right?" Brilhart said, looking 
somewhat concerned. 

 Peter looked him in the eye. "Nothing," he said. Brilhart 
nodded. He turned to Vine. 

 "Let's figure out some big cuff to stick on this thing so 
we can give the press what they want," he said. "On the 
double. We can only be 'making sure of the premises security' 
for so long before they get antsy." 

 "You bet," Vine said, looking at Peter. He shook his 
head. "Not bad," he said. "You got some amazing friends." 

 "That's true," Brilhart said, looking at him. "Maybe more 
than you know." He smiled at Peter, who nodded. 

 "All in a day's work," he said with a grin. He turned and 
left. 

 

April 25 

 Peter paused before opening the door. The light was on 
in his apartment at close to two o'clock in the morning. He 
sniffed; smelled Mary Jane, bacon, eggs. He smiled and 
opened the door. 

 "Just on time," Mary Jane said. "I was just finishing up 
your breakfast." 
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 "Uncanny," Peter said. "You normally eat breakfast at 
two in the morning?" 

 "What, you think I was sleeping with you out there 
tangling with some critter?" She smiled at him, signs of 
tension only barely visible around the edges. "So I'm making 
you breakfast. I knew you'd be back. I mean, this thing only 
annihilated a few swat teams. Nothing my honey couldn't 
handle with one hand tied behind his back." 

 "Ooh," Peter said, easing down into a chair. "Not the 
words I would have chosen." 

 "Anyway, you can't complain. Here's your breakfast," she 
said, putting the food down in front of him. "First aid clinic 
is set up in the corner for after you eat." She looked at him 
for a moment. "So what was it?" 

 "You remember that business with Fisk around 
Christmas?" Peter said. 

 "He's behind this?" 

 "No no, that's when I found the Darkstone. It's a rock 
that gives power to animals, and if they bite people then the 
people change and get some characteristics of the animal 
only darker, more dangerous." 

 "Okay," Mary Jane said, neatly suspending her disbelief. 

 "There was a tussle. The rock fell into the water down by 
the bay. I figured it was swept out to sea or buried. Instead, it 
somehow got into the sewers and a crocodilian of some sort 
ate it. Got messed up. Bit somebody. Turned them into some 
kind of killer croc. Then when it was done, I don't know if 
the spider that originally bit me found it or if its potency 
somehow increased…" he said, and he trailed off. He shook 
himself. "Anyway, some big squishy spider beast was down 
there, with the stone. I settled its hash," he said, "it's over 
now and Strange has the stone. So it should be a closed 
case." He dug into his breakfast. 

 "And?" Mary Jane said, fork poised over her breakfast. 
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 Peter looked up at her and blinked. "And?" 

 "There's something else. You stopped yourself." She 
waited. 

 "Um," Peter said, thinking back. 

 She raised an eyebrow. "You can tell me." 

 "And," he said slowly, "I was just wondering. Why it was 
going up into the hall, but nowhere else. Why it kept going 
back." He looked back down at his plate. "I just wondered if 
it was trying to lure me into battle. That's all." He looked at 
Mary Jane. "I wonder if the stone is aware. If it hates me." 
He paused. "I sort of got that feeling." 

 "Then it's good that the stone is in safe hands," Mary 
Jane said, returning to her breakfast. 

 "Yes," Peter agreed, looking down at his plate. 

 There was a long quiet. 

 "And?" Mary Jane said. "It's way too quiet for there not 
to be another 'and.'" 

 Peter leaned back. "And," he said quietly. "And. And I 
killed three monsters tonight." He was quiet. "They weren't 
human. But it was killing. And it was too close, they were too 
aware." He looked down at his plate. "I don't want to have to 
decide where the line between person and monster is. Not 
when it comes to killing." He looked down at his battered 
hands. "I don't like what I'm feeling about how that turned 
out. I can't help but wonder if there was another way." He 
looked up at her. "I just can't for the life of me think what 
that other way would be." 

 The phone rang. They looked at it, surprised. Mary Jane 
got up and answered it. "Hello, Parker Pad. Yeah, he's right 
here." 

 Peter took the phone. "Yes?" 

 "Did I wake you up?" asked a fairly excited voice on the 
other end. 
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 "No," Peter said. "We were having breakfast. What's up, 
Doug?" 

 "Damn," Doug said, a bit crestfallen. "I'll try another 
time. Anyway, I just got the results back on that sample you 
left me. It's mutagenic properties are through the roof! And I 
just talked to Strange, so I know what's going on. Oh, he 
wanted me to ask you if you got any pictures." 

 Peter slapped his forehead. "No," he said, his voice flat. 
"Knew I forgot something. Silly me." 

 "Well, it's not too late," Doug said. "The Doctor is 
planning to run an article in the Planetary about this case, 
he's planning on getting Connors to write a formal paper and 
maybe getting some interviews. Who would be good?" 

 "Lessee," Peter said, "Brilhart, Vine, Fenwick, Petit, they 
were all involved." 

 "Well, get some pictures of them to go with the 
interviews," Doug said. "Show some initiative, Parker!" he 
added with a grin. 

 "You know suddenly I don't feel bad about waking you 
up all the time," Peter said, unable to resist grinning himself.  

 "I'll let you get back to your breakfast," Doug said. "Be in 
touch." He hung up. 

 Peter handed the phone to Mary Jane, shaking his head. 
"Some people," he said. She hung up the phone and 
returned. 

 He watched her. "Thanks for believing in me, Mary 
Jane," he said. 

 She smiled at him. "It's either that or go insane," she 
shrugged. 

 "Whaddya mean 'go'?" Peter grinned. 

 "You want straight stitches or not?" she said archly. She 
picked up her glass of orange juice. "A toast!" she said. He 
managed to raise his glass. 
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 "To making the world safer," she said. 

 "I'll drink to that," Peter said with a smile. 

 They did. 
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A Ring of Secrets 
 

April 28 

 As the bullets cracked and zinged from the pavement, 
the trim redhead bounded up off the street and nimbly ran 
along the vendor carts. She dropped behind them as the jeep 
roared by, its passengers blazing away with automatic 
weapons. She was halfway down the alley before two of the 
jeep's passengers hopped off to pursue her as the jeep 
lurched away to try to cut her off. 

 The streets were deserted, it was hours until dawn. She 
gritted her teeth as she ran. So tired… she paused to check 
her arm. Still bleeding. Weariness soaked her through to the 
bone. She nimbly took a cross alleyway, losing herself in the 
heavy stench of the urban maze. Her training and adrenaline 
kept her going. For now. She was running out of time. 

 She saw an unlocked door, and she shoved it open then 
backed away from it, hiding behind a stack of boxes. The 
two thugs ran by her into the doorway. She took a quick step 
forward and pounded a kick into the base of one thug's skull. 
He flew forward, tangling with the other thug, and they 
sprawled to the ground. She raced back the way she had 
come, seeing two more blocking her way. 

 She narrowed her eyes as she dropped to the ground and 
slid towards them, under the chatter of their machine guns as 
they opened up. They had one brief moment to be surprised. 
Her feet shot up, slamming their crotches, and she mustered 
the energy for a kippup. As she landed, they struggled to fire 
at her again, but she caved the windpipe of one with two of 
her fingers, and she tugged the bandoleer on the other. He 
stumbled forwards, but her leg was in the way, so he toppled 
to the ground heavily. She snatched the machine gun from 
the dying man and spun, squeezing the trigger. 
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 Scooping the rifle up from the bloody mess on the 
ground, she ducked into an impossibly small, dark space to 
catch her breath for a moment. She heard voices in Russian 
shouting to each other as they looked for her. The Russians 
and the mercenaries they hired looked very out of place 
among the sand and the adobe. It had made them easy to 
find. Now, as she caught her breath and checked her 
wounded arm, she wasn't sure she was glad she had 
succeeded. 

 She quietly reloaded the two assault rifles, then ran her 
hands through her hair and breathed deep. She was less than 
a quarter mile from water. She could make it. If she could get 
out of town alive, then she could manage the rest of the trip 
back to the States. 

 Then she heard the throaty whine of a rocket pack and 
steering jets. Time was out. She scrambled out of her hiding 
place and sprinted for the coast, her muscles finding new 
strength for the end game of the chase. She slung one rifle 
and set the other to single fire. As she broke cover and ran 
out by the docks, she slid down on one knee behind a pile of 
netting as she spotted four thugs. 

 Tucking the rifle butt into her shoulder, she squeezed off 
the first shot, catching the man in the head. He toppled as 
she lined up and squeezed the trigger again; the other two 
looked around in dismay as the second man dropped, his 
face blown out. As she snapped a shot neatly into the third 
man's chest, shattering his sternum and flinging him to the 
ground, the last one spotted her and roared, opening up with 
his rifle. Bullets whizzed past her and cracked against the 
building behind her as she took her fourth precise shot. She 
had the dock to herself. 

 " Natalia Allanovna Romanova," a modulated voice rang 
out, "Surrender and I promise to kill you quickly." The 
smooth Russian was amused. With a deafening blast, a 
gleaming suit of armor roared into view over the rooftops, 
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settling in the air on low burn. Natasha watched as the 
miniguns on the forearms spun up to shooting speed. 

 She leaned back, snapping both assault rifles on full auto, 
and she squeezed the triggers. The guns bucked against her 
arms, spraying streams of death up at the hovering armor. 
The bullets spattered and clanged off the armor, pushing it 
up and away from her with its force, but not even chipping 
the paint. The armor chuckled. 

 "Look at you," the armor said with a shake of the helmet. 
"I am sorry you are in such pitiful condition. So much for the 
crown jewel of the Red Room." 

 She rolled and hopped to her feet as the miniguns blazed, 
utterly destroying the street where she had been a moment 
before. She sprinted for the water as the sweeping streams of 
bullets blazed through everything in their path. It had as 
much to do with luck as with skill that she made it to the 
dock and dove, her coat shot up, splinters raining around 
her. 

 As she held her breath and pushed against the water 
pressure, struggling for depth, minimissiles from the armor 
pounded through the surface past her to detonate on the 
floor of the bay. The concussive force almost knocked her 
out, but she struggled deeper as napalm flared on the surface. 

 Well, at least it wasn't dark. 

 

April 29 

 "Pepper, has Natasha checked in yet?" the dapper 
executive asked as he came out of his office. His receptionist 
looked up at him. 

 "Oh," she said. She looked dully at her computer. "No, 
doesn't look that way. I think I would have remembered," 
she said, and she managed a wan smile. 
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 "I don't like it," he said. "She's a week overdue. You're 
sure she hasn't called?" 

 "She hasn't called, Mr. Stark," Pepper said firmly. 

 "Get the Rasputins to my office," Stark said grimly, and 
he re-entered his office and slammed the door. Pepper 
picked up the phone. 

 Not ten minutes later, the door to Stark's office admitted 
two men. The first one in was short, with a wildly upswept 
mane of hair. The second was huge, an athletic bodybuilder 
with short black hair and a handsome enough face. Stark was 
settled behind his desk, finishing up a few details. 

 "You wanted us?" the shorter man growled. 

 "Logan, Piotr, have a seat," Stark said with a gesture. As 
they did, he leaned back in his chair. "Natasha is a full week 
overdue," he said. "I'm going to go find her. Meanwhile, 
Logan, you take charge of security while I'm gone. Piotr, 
you're coming with me. Bodyguard and translator. Any 
questions?" 

 "Yes please," the big man said in his booming voice. 
"Where are we going?" 

 "I sent Natasha to Tampico, Mexico," Stark said. 
"Someone's been quietly building a robotics facility there. 
There was some rumor that it was Russian ex-pats, so she 
wanted the assignment." He tightened his jaw. "That was 
three weeks ago. I haven't heard from her in two." 

 "Anythin further fer me?" Logan asked. 

 "No, you may go," Stark said. Logan nodded, got up, and 
headed out. Stark looked at Piotr. 

 "You need to pack?" Stark asked Piotr. 

 "I always keep a suitcase in readiness," the young man 
beamed confidently. 

* 
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 Stark quietly clicked away on his laptop as Piotr looked 
out the window. 

 "This is the first time I have flown over the Gulf of 
Mexico," Piotr mused. "It is quite beautiful." 

 "Mm," Stark said. 

 Piotr sighed and sat down. Then the intercom crackled to 
life. 

 "Excuse me, Mr. Stark, but there is an anomalous reading 
on the radar." 

 Stark snapped the notebook computer shut and tossed it 
on the seat next to him. "I'll have a look," he said. He strode 
up to the cockpit and studied the instruments. 

 "That's a hell of an energy signature," the pilot noted. 

 Stark froze, then said, "Turn the plane around and head 
back to the States. Evasive maneuvers. I'm going to go suit 
up." He sprinted to the back of the plane. 

 "What is going on?" Piotr demanded, filling the doorway 
of the cockpit after Stark's hasty exit. 

 "Incoming!" Stark shouted. "Strap yourself in!" 

 Sunlight shifted around the interior of the plane as it 
arced around away from the ominous incoming mystery. 

 The plane was rocked by a pair of explosions, and it 
reeled in the sky drunkenly as flame and smoke erupted from 
its wing and fuselage. Piotr was tossed to the side, landing 
heavily against a seat. He scrabbled up and ran to the back. 

 "Hurry!" he shouted to Stark. 

 Stark had the legs of the armor on, and as Piotr arrived 
the arms were self-sealing around him. "Do you mind?" Stark 
snapped as the plane began to lose altitude, giving everything 
inside a giddy sense of weightlessness. 

 The plane rumbled, like it was flying through an intense 
and peculiar turbulance. 
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 "I'm coming!" Stark shouted as the plastron snapped shut 
and sealed. He picked up the helmet. "Go strap in!" he yelled 
at Piotr, who staggered towards a seat and fell into it. 

 Stark reflected that a two minute emergency suit up 
wasn't bad. He scrambled to the emergency exit at the side of 
the plane, and under his helmet he grinned as he tugged the 
emergency release and blew the hatch out into the 
bottomless void that swirled dizzyingly below. A green shape 
shot by, roughly man-sized. Stark leaped out into the sky and 
fired his jets, feeling the exhilaration of streaking into hot 
pursuit. 

 This was much better than a parachute. 

 He maneuvered the suit to fly through the other suit's 
jetwash. He kept one eye on the readings, trying to verify 
what he was up against. He took a number of readings as the 
other suit jinked and juked, then spun and fired its braking 
jets. 

 The armor suits squared off as the jet limped away 
behind Stark. Stark examined his opponent. 

 The armor was green, fairly well articulated, with bulky 
plating on shins and forearms connected to a plastron-sized 
pack on the armor's back. The helmet had two large vertical 
oval eyespots. The chest was heavily plated. Stark noticed 
pits in the armor, then he realized what they were and what 
they were for. 

 He dove out of the way as his opponent's fists lashed 
together, releasing a low thrum and a ripple of force. Stark's  
repulsors flared, then blasted back in a single tightly focused 
attack to test the other armor's defenses. 

 The beam of light shot out at the green armor, then 
fractured against some unseen barrier and split, split again, 
until the blow that reached the green armor simply rocked it 
back a bit instead of punching a hole in it. 
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 Stark narrowed his eyes and opened up with a huge blast 
of energy. The other armor skitted to the side, taking only a 
fraction of the blast and returning fire with a ripple of raw 
energy that slapped into Stark and sent him tumbling end for 
end through the sky, jets firing fitfully as they tried to help 
him right himself. 

 Three mini-missiles streaked after him. He snapped off a 
few blasts from his palm disks, and the missiles exploded. 
They were not armor piercing, however; they were smoke 
and electromagnetic chaff. Stark blazed around the cloud of 
deterrents to see the other armor streaking away to the 
southwest as fast as it could go. 

 Stark blasted out with his repulsors, rocking the armor 
and sending it tumbling. It righted itself, virtually 
undamaged. Stark poised to give chase, then looked at the 
plane that limped back towards land. He gritted his teeth and 
zoomed back to catch up to the damaged aircraft. 

 Just then the second engine sputtered and died. The first 
engine had been devastated in the blast. The plane was 
coasting, just gliding along now. Stark landed on the wing 
with a clang. 

 "Don't bail just yet," he said, patching his suit into the 
comm. "Let me see what I can do first." 

 Stark felt oddly peaceful perched on the wing of the 
aircraft, magnetized to its skin as he popped the hatch to 
effect some emergency repairs. Far below the water glittered. 
Stark quickly realized that the vibration had popped some 
parts loose. He managed to cobble the engine back together, 
then jump-start it with the suit. He soared up off the wing as 
the engine flared to life. The plane wasn't going fast, but it 
would make it. 

 "Radio to New Orleans," Stark said grimly, still patched 
through to the comm. "Tell them we need a priority 
landing." 



 

   45 

 He looked over his shoulder, back into the clear blue sky. 
This wasn't over. 

* 

 Live jazz drifted up to the wrought iron balcony from the 
stage downstairs. Stark and Piotr sat at a table overlooking 
Bourbon Street, watching the swirl and eddy of the crowd 
below as they went about their business. The sky was painted 
with a dramatic sunset. 

 "I hope our food comes soon," Piotr said earnestly. "If it 
tastes like it smells I may have to move here!" 

 Stark smiled absently, not paying attention. "It'll take a 
day, maybe two to get the jet fixed. Then we'll finish the trip 
to Tampico." 

 "What kind of armor attacked us?" Piotr asked. Just then 
the waiter showed up, depositing a huge rack of honey glazed 
barbecue ribs in front of the Russian. Stark got a bowl of 
gumbo. Between them was a plate of bread. 

 "You talk," Piotr said as the waiter left, "and I will listen 
attentively while eating." He grinned, and pulled loose a rib 
surrounded by meat so tender it fell off the bone. He sighed 
the sigh of a man in love. Then he scooped up a fork and got 
busy. 

 "Force IV armor," Stark said absently, poking at his 
gumbo with his spoon. "Based on ablative ceramic folded 
plates that are calibrated to assist in containing and 
channeling vibration. The power pack is an ion drive, weight 
of the suit about two hundred and seventeen pounds, flat 
motors and spyvy articulators. Primary weaponry and 
defense set is the tuning system. It creates sound and 
converts it into force. A stealth suit, it can use its vibration 
armament to hover almost silently, punch holes in cars, or 
deflect incoming small arms fire." Stark sighed. 

 Piotr sat with his mouth open. "Your instrumentation 
sure picked up a lot about that armor," he said. 
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 "Not so much," Stark said, raising his eyes to meet 
Piotr's. "You see, I developed the initial plans for it. I 
scrapped the concept after minimal testing. I determined that 
it was too risky for the armor's pilot." Stark began eating, and 
Piotr sat speechless. 

 "We really need to get to Tampico and find out what 
happened to Natasha," Stark said quietly, and he looked Piotr 
in the eye. Piotr nodded. Stark pulled a dime sized disk out of 
his pocket, looked at it, and shook his head. "I think I need 
to keep a closer eye on my best intelligence agent." 

 "It does seem awfully coincidental that she disappeared 
and then this armor shows up," Piotr said slowly. 

 "I hate coincidence," Stark muttered, poking at his 
gumbo. "What the hell did I order?" 

 A woman walked up to the table and sat down. Stark and 
Piotr looked at her in surprise. 

 "Did I miss anything?" Natasha asked with a wry smile. 

 For a long moment, the two men sat speechless, staring 
at her. She sighed. "Sorry for the drama," she said. "I was 
passing on the street and I saw you." 

 "How did you get here?" Stark managed. "I sent you to 
Mexico." 

 "I was on my way back," Natasha said. "I just got off a 
fishing boat an hour ago. I called the complex and Logan 
said you were parked here. I thought I'd take a look at the 
French Quarter." She leaned back gingerly. "I got lucky." 

 "You've never had communication trouble before," Stark 
said. "All your miniaturized gear got trashed?" 

 She looked at him a moment. "I was captured. You were 
right, there is a manufacturing operation outside Tampico. 
It's a Russian operation." 

 "Perhaps you should start further back," Stark said. 
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 Natasha nodded. "I got in town, everything was going 
well. I got out to the facility, then I was captured by 
mercenaries when I infiltrated the facility. I let it happen, 
figuring I would find out more then escape at an opportune 
time. I did not count on Bukharin." 

 "Bukharin was there?" Piotr snarled, sitting forward and 
gripping the table. His eyes shone with a terrible light. 

 Natasha nodded. "He's in charge of the operation. His 
Dynamo armor is repaired. He's working on a prototype of 
some other armor, more advanced than the Dynamo. 
Bukharin kept asking me these really technical questions 
about how the armor works, and I didn't know the answers. 
He seemed to think I should. There was some torture," she 
said with a shrug, looking out over the street. 

 "I'm surprised he didn't have you killed," Stark said 
softly. 

 "He was going to," Natasha said, looking him in the eye. 
"He has a partner, someone I never saw. They argued about 
it, and Bukharin apparently lost. After a few days they got 
sloppy and I escaped, though not entirely in one piece." She 
shrugged. "I'm sorry I'm empty handed." 

 "Just glad you escaped," Stark said. He inspected his 
napkin. "The new armor they're working on tests out fine. It 
almost totaled my plane." 

 "What?" Natasha said, slack jawed. "They have a working 
prototype? It must be in its testing phase." 

 "Yes," Stark agreed, his finger touching the fork by his 
plate. "Someone would have to be a madman to pilot the 
armor at this point. A simple ion reversal would shake every 
bone to jelly inside that deathtrap. I'm going after Bukharin. 
You see," he said, his eyes meeting hers with unflinching 
resolve, "the armor is based on my designs." 

 The silence was intense around the table for a long 
moment. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

 "How is that possible?" Natasha whispered, her face pale. 

 The two men sat watching her, unmoved. She stared at 
them, and her stomach lurched sickeningly. 

 "You couldn't possibly think…" she said. 

 Piotr looked away. Natasha closed her mouth to a thin 
line, something hard in her eyes. She looked to Stark. 

 Stark cleared his throat. "You used to work for 
Bukharin," he said.  

 "That was a lifetime ago," she said rapidly. "I had little 
choice. Three weeks ago I went to see what was going on his 
base, nothing else. I was captured and I escaped." 

 Stark nodded, and adjusted his glass. "An equally 
believable scenario is that you took him those plans and he 
let you go to get some more." 

 "That's not true," Natasha said, conviction in her voice. 

 Stark looked her in the eye. "How many double agent 
missions have you run?" he asked. 

 She stood, looking down at him, and without another 
word she turned and left the balcony. Stark flicked his wrist, 
and the dime-shaped disk spun then caught on the back of 
her coat and matched its color as she shouldered into the 
crowded restaurant and out of sight. 

 "Should I detain her?" Piotr asked earnestly. 

 "Let her go," Stark said, sullen. He took a swig from his 
glass. "She found her way in, she can find her way out." 

 Piotr looked at him for a long moment, then reached 
across the table and clamped a hand reassuringly on Stark's 
shoulder. "Do you want to talk about it?" he asked, 
concerned. 
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 "God no," Stark said, pushing back from the table. Piotr 
nodded understandingly and leaned back, returning his 
attention to his honey glazed ribs. 

 Across the street on the roof of a bar, the sniper adjusted 
his scope. 

 "I could kill him," he said in fluent Russian. "Say the 
word and Stark is dead." 

 "What?" came the voice over his two way radio. "Do you 
kill the milking cow? We will need his genius alive." 

 The sniper shifted the rifle, zooming in on Rasputin's 
broad face. "The defector?" 

 "Too simple a death, too easy a death," the voice on the 
other end replied. "I want to kill him with the armor." 

 The sniper tightened his jaw and focused on Natasha as 
she walked out of the restaurant. She leaned against the wall, 
exhausted. She bit her lip with indecision, glancing around 
the street. "The woman?" the sniper asked. 

 "We aren't finished with her yet," the voice on the other 
end said, dripping with satisfaction. " Just stay in position 
near them, I will give you further orders when the time 
comes." 

 "Yes sir," the sniper said, and he settled in to wait. 

* 

 The moon was waning when a stealthy step touched the 
balcony. Natasha slid in close to the wall, sparing a glance 
down at the bushes by the sidewalk. Hopefully she'd left 
enough of a trail. She studied the French doors that opened 
from the balcony into the darkened room. 

 She tugged out a simple lock pick she had purchased 
earlier in the afternoon. New Orleans was such an 
accommodating city for the espionage agent on a budget. 

 She touched the lock, tapped it, adjusted the pick. The 
door drifted open, and she slipped inside. She slipped night 
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vision goggles down over her eyes and scanned the room. 
Empty. She ghosted over to the chest of drawers and opened 
a few. They had clothes in them. Wherever Bukharin was 
right now, she had found one of his bases. 

 The light snapped on, blinding her for a moment. She 
heard the French doors slam, a bolt thrown. Footsteps. She 
tugged the night vision goggles off and tossed them away, 
settling into a combat stance. 

 Five thugs. She nodded. Not impossible odds. Then the 
door to the bathroom opened, and a man wheeled out. Her 
eyes widened. 

 The man in the wheelchair had a scarred face, and one of 
his legs was amputated just above the knee. His face twisted 
into a cruel leer.  

 "Hello, Natasha," he said in his oily menacing voice. "I 
had hoped I left an obvious enough trail from the stevedores 
through the real estate rental company." 

 "Thank you for the courtesy," she replied in Russian, her 
voice even. "How did you get Stark's plans?" 

 "Always business with you," Bukharin said, and he 
grinned at his thugs. "Women are weak. Still, properly 
motivated, they can accomplish much." He looked her in the 
eye, and even her iron will quailed. She knew what was in his 
eyes. 

 His grin slithered into another, similar expression that 
was altogether less pleasant. "Your death has been long owed 
the Motherland for your defection," he murmured. 

 "So do it," she said defiantly, thrusting her chin out at 
him as her eyes blazed. "If you have the courage." 

 "Not so swift, so pleasant," he whispered, almost to 
himself. "I will hurt you first. A lot." His eyes grew 
bottomless. "I always did like you, Natasha," he said. He 
slowly drew a knife from its sheath on his good leg. He toyed 
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with its tip, allowing his eyes to roam her. "Prepare her. She 
will not escape this time." 

 Natasha snapped into action, spinning low and taking 
one of the mercenaries off his feet with a sweep. As she 
rolled away, silenced guns popped bullets through the wall 
and floor as she dodged. She flicked her wrist and a knife 
buried itself in one of the hired killer's eyes. 

 She was slinging one of the thugs to the ground when 
another figure stepped out of the bathroom where Bukharin 
had been concealed. 

 Natasha looked up just in time to get a glimpse of a tall 
figure garbed in green armor. Then the figure flexed, 
pointing at her with his hand. A wave of vibration rippled 
out, carefully modulated, and she slumped to the ground 
unconscious. 

 "Good work as always," Bukharin said, barking a laugh. 

 The figure turned to him, taking off his helmet. "I don't 
like this," he said sternly. 

 "I just say those things to intimidate her," Bukharin said 
easily. "It is a ruse, an interrogation trick." 
 "I'm not sure I believe you," the man replied. 

 Bukharin just chuckled, waving a tube of clear liquid as 
though that were answer enough. 

* 

 Stark paced, oblivious to the chatter of the television. 
Piotr sprawled on the couch, watching a sitcom without 
really paying attention. 

 "If it bothers you so much," Piotr said, "Go find her!" 

 Stark walked over to his briefcase and snapped it open. 
He took out a palm sized tracking device. It had a street map 
of New Orleans superimposed over the global tracking 
system. 

 "Do you think she noticed?" Stark mused. 
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 "What, that you put the tracking device on her coat?" 
Piotr asked. "Hm, let me think. Yes." 

 Stark sighed. "She probably ditched it," he murmured. 
He looked at the tracker. "The tracker's in the Garden 
District." 

 Piotr rolled his eyes. "Well that device is too valuable to 
leave lying around, isn't it. Let's go." He stood up. "Are you 
going to bring your armor?" 

 "No," Stark said absently. "No, we will go plainclothes. 
The armor is a bit conspicuous, and if I carry it and we run 
into trouble I don't want Bukharin's thugs to get the case all 
gift wrapped and ready for reverse engineering." 

 "Fair enough," Piotr shrugged. Then they were out the 
door and gone. 

* 

 They parked down the block and strolled along the 
sidewalk like a couple of tourists looking at the fine old 
mansions of the Garden District. It was one o'clock in the 
morning, but this was, after all, New Orleans. 

 "These streets are amazing!" Piotr said. "They are in a 
grid, and they stretch as far as the eye can see in a straight 
line! I have never seen such a thing." 

 Stark quietly sighed, checking his tracker. He glanced up. 
"We're right on top of it," he muttered. He peered into the 
bushes in front of one of the houses, snapping on his 
flashlight, then he squatted and reached in. He pulled out a 
black windbreaker, the one she had worn at dinner. 

 He and Piotr exchanged a meaningful look. "She led us 
here," Stark said. "Why?" He looked up at the house, at its 
dark windows. 

 "Be inconspicuous," Stark said quietly. As Piotr stepped 
back in the heavy shadows of a fence, Stark jumped up and 
climbed one of the trees lining the street. He clambered up 
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through the branches, incongruously thinking of his boyhood 
when he was too refined for something as mundane as tree 
climbing. 

 Once he was high enough, he looked into the second 
story windows. 

 He saw a tousled bed, with a slim woman lying in it. The 
moonlight glowed on her red hair. Stark looked in the next 
room and saw a scarred man in a wheelchair watching 
television, drowsing. He felt a slow burn. Enough rescuing 
Natasha, he decided bitterly. He was ready to climb down 
and walk away when another detail caught his eye. 

 As she rolled over, he spotted the glint of metal and saw 
that she was handcuffed to the steel bedframe. Looking more 
closely, he saw the heavy grating over the window was not 
decorative. She was a prisoner, or appeared to be. He 
tightened his jaw. 

 Stark slid down out of the tree, dusted himself off, and 
walked away. He was joined by Piotr.  

 "She's in there," Stark said quietly. "I'm going to save her 
one more time, but this is it. This is the last time. She gets 
herself into these things. I can't always be there. Not if she 
won't trust me." 

 "I am ready," Piotr said, a gleam in his eye. "We go in the 
front door, I can take the guards there, and then you will 
have their weapons. If only you had a kevlar vest we could 
do it right now!" 

 "Not so fast," Stark said. "I'm willing to bet there's at 
least one set of armor involved here. I won't go in without 
mine. Not this time." He stopped. "You keep watch. I'll get 
the car and go back to the hotel. I'll return as quickly as I can, 
then we can move. Don't do anything, just wait here until I 
get back. Okay?" 

 "I will do it," Piotr said, nodding confidently. Stark 
clapped him on the shoulder, then turned. He walked away 
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quickly, then jogged, then ran. Piotr watched him go and 
nodded confidently. Then he faded back into the shadow 
across the street from the house where Natasha was held. 

 The night grew still. Piotr shifted his weight from foot to 
foot, glancing around. Ten minutes passed.  

 He was startled as two tufted darts punched into his 
chest. His eyes widened even as his blood tingled. "No!" he 
shouted, looking up at the two snipers on the roof of the 
house. He bent his will, hunched over, and flexed; if he could 
turn to steel, their poisons would mean… nothing… 

 Piotr toppled to the ground. The front door of the house 
opened, and four men came out. They crossed the street and 
picked up the huge man and lugged him into the house. 

 One turned and looked up at the top of the stairs. "What 
now, sir?" he said. 

 Bukharin scowled. "As much as I would love to take the 
time to handle this personally, it is too great a danger at the 
moment. Take him to the airport, we will take him with us 
when we go. See to it that he does not awaken at an 
inconvenient time." 

 "Yes sir," the man nodded, and they carried the 
unconscious prisoner out the back door and around to the 
garage. 

 Bukharin wheeled back into the upstairs parlor, and 
looked at the balcony. He chewed his lip for a moment, then 
turned to his assistant. 

 "My armor. It is time." 

* 

 Stark's armor powered down, lowering through the 
humid night. For a moment, he considered his next move, 
then he shrugged. If they were in a position to do so, they 
could sue him for damages. He blew out the wall to the 



 

   55 

bedroom and flared in, his armor gleaming in the moonlight 
as flame and exhaust flickered around him. 

 He immediately saw Natasha, hanging upside down on 
the wall. Beside her was the Dynamo armor. Stark narrowed 
his eyes. 

 "Good evening, comrade," Bukharin sneered at Stark. "I 
see you managed to find our love nest." 

 "Where is Rasputin," Stark demanded. 

 "Not so fast, as they say. Give me your armor and I will 
give you the traitors." 

 "For the record," Stark said, "I did ask." He nodded to 
Bukharin, disconnected the external audio, and said "Run 
'Bukharin'," to his armor. 

 The armor sent a transmission, and Stark smiled as his 
sensors picked up a power surge in the Dynamo armor. 
Bukharin took a step back, glancing down at himself. 

 "What's going on?" he said.  

 Stark leaped nimbly between Bukharin and Natasha. She 
curled, hanging upside down, and grasped her ankle 
restraints. She fiddled with them as Stark squared off with 
Bukharin. 

 "After our last run-in I studied what I could find out about your 
armor," Stark said. "That model gets pretty good reflex speed by using 
an electrochemical transmission system built into the power feeds of the 
suit. But if you tell it that you need more power and block 
countermands," he shrugged, "then the suit begins a power overload 
that can't be circumvented without shutting down the suit's power 
supply. I figure you have about five seconds to power down or your power 
packs melt." He grinned. "According to simulations." 

 Bukharin stared at him in disbelief. Alarms were beeping 
in his armor; he was at risk of meltdown. He gritted his teeth 
as he shut the armor's power down. 
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 "No aerial battles, no trading of explosives leveling the 
entire District, no ring of steel on steel," he mused. "That 
was not at all what I expected." 

 "That's the point," Stark said. He leveled his repulsors at 
Bukharin's inert armor. "Where is Rasputin." 

 "When you work for me," Bukharin said, amused, "you'll 
have to help me prevent that from happening again, work 
out the kinks in the armor." 

 Stark half turned. "Watch your hands," he said. Natasha 
uncurled, and Stark blasted her ankle cuffs. She dropped 
gracefully, and lay still for a moment before trying to stand. 

 Then the wall rumbled apart, spraying them with chunks 
of plaster and lathe. Stark reflexively dropped into a fighting 
stance as another suit of armor came through the wall. 

 No need for words. 

 Stark blasted the armor. A sharp crack resounded as twin 
beams of energy lanced into the green armor. The air was 
tinged with the smell of ozone. The blasts were deflected, 
twisted away from their target to tear through the house 
behind the green armor. Stark had outlined the vibrating 
force shield that protected his opponent. 

 Then the green suit lined up on Stark and unleashed a 
rumble that caught him and slammed him through the wall, 
sailing out over the street to slam into a balcony on the 
mansion across the street. Stark reeled with the compression. 
Windows for blocks around burst in their frames. 

 "That," Stark panted to himself, "was not subtle." He re-
initialized his flight program, and fired back towards the 
ruptured house. 

 "It's been fun," Stark said. Then he lined up and unleashed 
a barrage of modulated frequency repulsor energy packets 
that spun and whirled through the air. The first few were 
deflected. The rest banged and pounded home, bursting with 
flares of light as the Force armor was driven back. 
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 Once it was off balance, Stark fired two more bright 
lances, punching into the armor and slamming it through the 
wooden floor into the kitchen below, shattering the stone of 
the fireplace with the impact of the armor. Stark turned to 
Bukharin, who was rebooted and powering up. 

 "I suppose surrender is out of the question," Stark said dryly. 

 Bukharin suddenly hopped to the side, stepping on 
Natasha's ankle before she could draw it back. He snatched 
her head and pointed one of his forearm miniguns at it. The 
gun spun up to shooting speed as Stark took a step forward. 

 "One move and she dies," snarled Bukharin. From his 
shoulder pack, a mini missile launcher popped up and flared 
off four missiles at Stark. He twisted out of the way, but two 
of them caught him and pounded him back, knocking him to 
the ground. He smelled burning metal inside his suit. 

 Bukharin laughed wildly. "For crimes against the State!" 
he shouted. Natasha heard the faintest click behind the 
whirring, and she knew her time was up. 

 With a tremendous screech, the violated Force armor 
lurched up through the gaping hole in the floor, crashing into 
Bukharin and knocking Natasha away. The Dynamo armor 
cranked around and opened up with the minigun, blasting 
dime sized holes through the chestplate of the Force armor 
with its minigun. The green armor clasped its arms around 
the red armor and they crashed down to the ground, 
momentarily tangled.  

 Stark sat up, saw Natasha roll and drop through the hole 
in the floor. She was clear. He pointed with his repulsor disk 
and blasted at Bukharin as the armor suits rolled. 

 Just then Bukharin was thrust off of the Force armor, 
which sat up. The blast hit the ion drive, splintering its pack. 
The Force armor lost control over the vibrations; they 
destructively twisted out from the armor as they drove into 
it. A tooth-jarring rumble buzzed intolerably through the air 
and the building, shattering wood in plaster and splintering 
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the house's electrical system. Everything began shaking apart, 
then the pack overloaded and blew. Shrapnel sprayed from 
the shivering walls. 

 Stark glanced over to see Natasha down below. "Help me 
up," she managed. "It's unstable down here. I don't want to 
open a door or a window." 

 Stark bounded into the air, flaring his jets, and lowered, 
reaching down. She climbed up onto him, and he powered 
back up to the second floor. The entire house shifted and 
rumbled as he put her down, glancing around. 

 "We should go," he said. 

 She didn't hear him. She knelt by the armor and touched 
the faceplate, then fumbled for a clasp to open it. She 
succeeded as one of the armor's hands weakly struggled to 
rise and failed. 

 Natasha gasped as she looked down at the suit's pilot. "I 
knew," she whispered.  

 The handsome, thin face that looked up at her was full of 
sorrow even as blood flowed freely from the broken mouth 
and blind eyes.  

 "Forgive me," he whispered in Russian, barely able to 
shape words. He could not breathe. "It was the Tymaz… 
Nine…" A lifetime of explaining in a sentence. 

 Alexi Shostakov died in silence, killed by sound. 

 Natasha touched his face, gently. 

 A roof beam gave with a sharp crack, plummeting down. 
Stark blasted forward, snatched her, and blazed out of the 
burst French Doors as the entire house roared down upon 
itself. He kept going, flaring into the night sky like a shooting 
star as the self-destruct in the Dynamo armor detonated, 
spraying the entire Garden District with the remains of the 
house. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

April 30 

 With a final flare the armor set down on the tarmac. 
Stark lowered Natasha to her feet, and she stood dully 
looking out over the runway. Stark touched the seals to open 
his helmet, and he took it off. He stood quiet for a moment. 

 "That was my husband," Natasha said softly. "He is dead. 
He came back from the dead to save my life, and now he is 
again dead." She shook her head, out of words. 

 "I'm sorry," Stark said, at a loss. "That's my plane. Go 
ahead and make yourself comfortable. I'll be back. I need to 
get Piotr." 

 Mechanically, she walked towards the jet, climbed the 
steps. Stark looked after her with misgivings, then clamped 
his helmet back on. 

 Bukharin didn't have enough contacts in New Orleans to 
hide his plane, and he wasn't creative enough to try to stash 
Rasputin anywhere else. Stark fired up into the night, closing 
in on the small side runway. He saw the private jet, and he 
zoomed down towards it. Men pointed and shouted to each 
other in Russian. One produced a rocket launcher from a 
box. 

 Stark felt the repulsor disks on his palms dilate at his 
command, then they opened up with a low intensity burst 
that knocked the thugs down, stunned with what would feel 
like a bad sunburn. 

 He cut his boosters, lined up so he crashed down on his 
feet in the doorway to the jet. He ducked in and turned to 
look down the aisle. 

 A desperate man shouted something in Russian, holding 
a pistol to Rasputin's temple. The big man was groggy, 
unable to resist the screaming man with wild hair. 
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 Stark didn't give the situation a chance to get out of 
control. He snapped a shot into the man that hit the gun, 
hitting the weapon and knocking it back to smash into the 
man's teeth. The Russian choked on blood and bone as he 
fell back. Stark picked up Piotr effortlessly with the strength 
enhanced armor and clanked out of the jet, powering up to 
leap into the night and blaze towards where his jet waited. 
His pilot came out to meet him. 

  "Take him back to the States," Stark said, lowering Piotr to 
his feet. He turned to Piotr, who looked at him blearily. 
"Take care of Natasha until I get back." 

 Piotr nodded, wobbly, then Stark leaned him on the 
pilot. He looked over to see Natasha coming down the steps 
from the plane. He took off his helmet. 

 "Are you going to be okay?" he asked, not sure what else 
to say. 

 She shrugged. Too fresh, too soon. 

 "I have to do something," Stark said. "It's who I am. I'll be 
back in New York after I've checked out the plant." He 
hesitated. "In my armor," he added, something hard in his 
voice. Natasha watched him for a long moment. 

 "Good luck," she said softly. She returned to the plane. 
Stark clamped the helmet back on, then turned and shot up 
into the night once more as the pilot helped Rasputin up into 
the plane. 

 Twenty minutes later, Stark guided Bukharin's plane up 
into the night sky, cleared for takeoff. No sense pushing the 
armor to try to fly all the way to Mexico, he grinned wryly to 
himself. 

 Once he was at a cruising altitude, he put a call through 
to Logan. 

 "Yeah?" came the gruff voice on the other end. 

 "This is Stark, Natasha and Piotr are headed your way." 
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 "But not you?" Logan asked. 

 "I'm finishing the investigation," Stark said. "Look, 
Natasha has had a rough night. Look after her, will you? 
Make sure she doesn't…" He fumbled for words. "Just make 
sure she doesn't do anything stupid." 

 "Ah," Logan said. Stark heard the flick of a lighter in the 
background. "Gotcha. By the way, you do know it's about 
two in the morning, right?" 

 "You're salaried, not hourly," Stark replied with the ghost 
of a smile. "You've got a couple hours until they arrive. Rest 
up." 

 "Always a pleasure," Logan said with a grin. Stark 
disconnected the line. 

* 

 The plane touched down an hour before dawn in the 
complex outside Tampico. Armed guards surrounded it. The 
hatch remained shut for a good five minutes, giving all the 
troops on the site time to arrive. 

 Then the hatch opened, and a suit of gleaming armor 
trod down the steps to the ground. The armor was scratched, 
the chest plate a little bent, two impact craters in the side. It 
still looked dangerous. 

 Inside the armor, Stark was glad he had air conditioning. 
He could see the condensation on the leaves from the 
humidity. 

 "Who's in charge here?" he demanded, wishing he knew 
Russian. 

 "I am," said a voice in accented English. A tall blonde 
woman stepped between the soldiers and crossed her arms 
over her chest. 

 Stark looked around at the warehouses, the factory floor, 
the apartment complex. "Bukharin and Shostakov won't be coming 
back," he said. 
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 "We know," the blonde said. "We are relocating the site. 
I am a vested representative of Russia. We have a diplomatic 
arrangement with the State of Mexico. I could have you shot 
for trespassing." 

 "I was just returning your plane," Stark said, jerking his 
thumb back over his shoulder. "I'm not here for a fight. But I will 
be looking over Bukharin's files and destroying some of them." 

 "I think not," the Russian woman said. 

 Stark shrugged. "Or I charge him with espionage and produce 
proof that his technological plans were stolen from Stark International. 
Using that information we break a very public story explaining that the 
governments of Mexico and Russia are colluding to conduct industrial 
espionage in the United States. How are your investments doing, by the 
way? I understand Russia has an infusion of foreign investors." 

 She looked at him warily for a moment. 

 "I just want to cover your tracks for you. If I ever see armor based 
on Stark International's plans again, then there will be a diplomatic 
situation." 

 "One hour," she said. And the troops backed off, then 
turned and resumed the work of tearing down everything 
that could be moved from the site. Stark headed for the 
factory. 

 Ten minutes later he was in the high security office. Two 
Russians were trying to crack the safe. He waved them aside, 
and they left the office. Stark blasted the door off the safe. 
Inside he saw a roll of blueprints. He pulled them out, 
studied them over.. There could be no doubt about it. The 
plans had his handwriting on them, the SI logo in the corner. 
He flared his repulsors once, and the blueprints were gone 
forever. 

 Then Stark turned his attention to what else was in the 
safe. 

 So Bukharin was a blackmailer. Stark flicked through the 
video tapes, letters, audio recordings, computer records. 
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Then he saw one labeled with a name that chilled him to the 
bone. 

 "No," he murmured. "Oh, no."  

* 

 Dawn beamed through the plate windows of the 
gymnasium at Stark International. Logan walked quietly 
along the balcony, in shadow. He watched down below as 
Natasha emerged from the locker room in tights. She put the 
boom box down on the bleachers and pulled a cd from her 
bag. She put the cd in and then stretched out, nimble and 
lithe. Logan watched, motionless and quiet, a cigar clamped 
in his teeth unlit. 

 She started the cd player, then assumed a dancing 
position. The music began, a piano tune, and she began to 
dance. Logan wished he had tried harder to educate himself 
on classical music as the music swelled from the speakers. 
Natasha was dancing. 

 She was graceful. She moved like silk twirling in a breeze. 
For the first time, Logan realized ballet could be beautiful. 

 As she was dancing, the door quietly opened and closed 
behind Logan. One sniff told him who it was. He did not 
look away as she twirled and bounded on the gym floor 
below. 

 "It's a hell of a thing," Logan said as Piotr walked up 
beside him. 

 "Yes," Piotr agreed. "Yes it is." Then tears welled up in 
the Russian's eyes as he remembered a time gone by, when 
he had seen ballet once before in a country that no longer 
existed. A surge of pride for his homeland's people caught 
him off guard. He simply sat on a bench as she finished her 
dance. 

 Logan quietly headed for the stairs down to the floor, 
leaving Piotr to his own thoughts. Logan approached 
Natasha as she was toweling off. 
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 "So," Logan said as he strolled up to her. "How did the 
trip go?" 

 She looked him in the eye. "It broke my heart," she said 
simply. "At last. Finally. And I am free of it." 

 "Of your heart?" Logan asked, plucking the cigar from 
his mouth and looking at it. 

 "Of him," Natasha said. "Of my husband. Of the love 
that anchored me to odious service in the Soviet republic." 
She looked up at the glass windows, flaring with the sunrise. 
"I feel like half a woman. I am free. I am heartbroken." 

 Logan squinted up at the windows. "Yer a hell of a 
dancer," he said. 

 "Was it good?" she asked distantly. "That was the first 
time…" She collected herself. "That was the first time I have 
danced since I was told Alexie was killed." A long moment of 
silence stretched between them. "That dance. That dance was 
for him." She looked Logan in the eye, her eyes bright with 
unshed tears. "My life must be my own now." 

 There wasn't anything left to say. 

* 

 Pepper didn't look up as Stark walked into the 
antechamber to his office. She did look up when he didn't go 
into his office, but pulled a chair up to her desk and sat 
down. 

 "Yes sir?" she asked. Stark looked at her; at the dark 
hollows under her eyes, at the stress lines in her face. He 
wondered how he had failed to notice. To see how she had 
changed. There was a long moment of quiet. 

 "Your ex-husband Hogan is dead," Stark said quietly. 
Pepper's jaw began to tremble as her eyes grew very wide and 
started to tear up. 

 Stark was relentless. "I found a file in Bukharin's papers 
that details the deed. There is no ransom big enough to bring 
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him back." Pepper sniffled, unable to tear her eyes from her 
employer. They were deep with terror. 

 "So now what?" Pepper asked in a small voice. 

 Stark stood. "Now I'll cover the expenses of a proper 
funeral for Mr. Hogan." 

 "What about me?" Pepper hardly dared breathe. 

 "You'll never do it again, will you," Stark said in a soft 
voice. 

 "No," she managed, "I won't." 

 "You're sorry, aren't you," Stark continued. 

 She could only nod. 

 "Then that's all I need to know and all I need to say," 
Stark said. "To anyone." He turned and walked into his 
office. Pepper put her head down on her desk. 

* 

 It was late afternoon. Stark stood on the roof of the 
complex having a cigarette and looking out over his domain. 
At his feet was a modest pile of cigar butts. Stark took a drag 
on the cigarette and watched the traffic on the road beyond 
the complex's fences. 

 Footsteps on the gravel behind him. He didn't turn. 

 "How you doin?" Logan asked as he strolled up. 

 Stark didn't answer. He pulled a pack of cigarettes out of 
his pocket and shook one out, then he lit it from his current 
cigarette. He ground out the butt with the tip of his shoe as 
he pulled air through the fresh one. 

 "Yep," Logan said with a nod. "I've had those days." He 
fired up a cigar and puffed out a cloud of smoke, looking 
over the complex. "I talked to Nat," he said. "She's in a 
world of hurt. It's too soon." 
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 "Too soon for what?" Stark asked sharply. Logan sighed, 
and looked at him. 

 "She just needs some space, that's all," Logan said. 

 "Maybe I do too," Stark said with a nod. "Maybe I do 
too." 



 

   67 

 A Tangle of Light 
 

May 2 

 She stepped out into the humid, drizzling New York 
afternoon and slammed the car door behind her. Madelyn 
Pryor looked up and down the street, but she was not 
observed any more than a lovely redhead would be in this 
part of town. She smiled to herself and strolled down the 
alley. When she reached the back door to the restaurant's 
kitchen, she opened it. 

 She nodded to the chef, who elected not to see her. Then 
she was through the kitchen and out in the main room of the 
Purloined Sirloin. She approached the booth where her 
contact waited for her. Taking a deep breath, she steadied her 
nerves. Finally. Finally, the artifact she traced for so long, 
within her reach. Within thirty feet. 

 Startled, she looked to see a man approaching her 
contact's booth. He was tall, slim, his hair was dark with 
white streaks. He wore a red coat. She slipped behind a 
psychic mask, stepped into a corner, and listened intently. 

 "You are Vincent," the newcomer said in a hard voice. 

 "Y-yes," her contact replied. 

 "Give me the Mantle you carry. It is not for you." 

 Vincent whipped out a gun and made his move, and the 
newcomer easily stripped the gun from him and tossed him 
back in the booth. "Forget," the newcomer whispered, then 
with a rustle of cloth he took the precious artifact, turned, 
and walked out the way he had come in. 

 A few seconds later, Madelyn slid into the booth, her 
green eyes fixed on Vincent. The thug looked up and smiled 
to see her. "Hello, Maddie. I was just having a spot of lunch." 

 "Don't you have something for me?" she pressed. 
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 He looked confused. "Should I?" he said. 

 Exasperated, she stood and left him. She approached the 
bar instead. "Horace," she demanded, "the usual." 

 "With or without absinthe?" he replied quietly, turning. 
He wore a leather apron. His bald scalp was adorned with the 
strap for the patch over his missing eye. 

 "Without, I'm working," she said. As he poured her a 
drink, she glanced at the door and shivered. "Who was that, 
just came in here? The one with the red coat?" 

 "The tall feller," Horace said with a grim nod. "That's 
Doctor Strange. He's a tabloid editor, comes in now and 
then. Dabbles in weird stuff. Good tipper," he said with an 
uncertain shrug. "He plays his role to the hilt. He's got a big 
spooky brownstone a couple blocks down." 

 "Does he," Madelyn said, her eyes narrowing. "Does he 
really." 

 

 Later that afternoon she lay on her bed surrounded by 
Planetary magazines. The pages slowly turned as she 
absorbed the nuances and style of the publication. The 
further she read the more alarmed she became.  

 "These are secrets," she murmured, flipping past mind 
transfer techniques. "This skirts the edge of a lot of mysteries. 
Mysteries too deep for the sleeping world." She shook her 
head. "I'll have to be careful." 

 Eventually she rolled to her feet and padded over to her 
wardrobe. "Hm," she said, tapping her lips with a finger. "I 
could play the victim and cast him as the hero. He could save 
me and let me in." She shook her head. "No, too risky. And 
besides, who would I send him against? No reliable fall 
guys… Perhaps if he's investigated for a crime he doesn't 
commit, that he has to get to the bottom to. I could… help 
him." She thought for a long moment, then slowly shook her 
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head again. "Too elaborate. He's most likely too sharp to 
miss all the clues." 

 Then a smile spread across her face. "Ah well. There's 
one ruse that every man falls for." She smiled to herself as she 
evaluated her wardrobe… 

 

May 3 

 "Your assignment is to neither sleep nor eat until you 
have found the ruin of the Ancient One's lamasery in the 
Tibetan mountains," Strange said with a small smile. His 
apprentice nodded solemnly. They sat in the kitchen, late 
morning sun streaming in and making the room look very 
ordinary. 

 "In this reality," Strange continued, "Mordo and me and 
the Ancient One were all in the lamasery when the Chinese 
bombed it accidentally. We were all killed. In one fell swoop 
the dimension was deprived of its Sorcerer Supreme and his 
students. The earth spirits found me, called me here to 
replace them."  

 He stood and pulled on his coat. "To remember them, 
and to be sobered by an ever vigilant symbol of the price of 
failure, I placed a candle flame on the snow where the 
Ancient One sat. And so, Illyana, your task is to let me know 
when you can show it to me in your scrying pool." 

 "That's kind of creepy," Illyana observed with a shiver. 

 "There are terrible stakes in this responsibility," Strange 
nodded. "Learning that, really internalizing it, is part of your 
training." 

 "Tibet is… big," she added. "Full of mountains." Her 
eyes were a little wild with the enormity of the task before 
her. 

 "Once," Strange said with a saturnine smile, "a demon 
sorceress stole my colleague and hid her in a tiny splinter 
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dimension bordering on only a handful of other dimensions. 
I was operating under a time limit to track them down and 
break in and save her." 

 "You're not still sore about that, are you?" Illyana asked 
in a small voice. 

 Strange shrugged. "It's part of the job. And so," he added 
with a brilliant smile, "it's part of your training. Finding 
things quickly against all odds is what we do." 

 "Yes Master," she said, gritting her teeth only a little. 
"May I go?" 

 "Begin," he said with a magnanimous nod. A ring of light 
slid up from the floor with a snap hiss, wreathed in pale dark 
flame. She was gone. 

 Strange watched the space where she had been for a 
moment, reflecting. Then he went up the stairs to his 
Sanctum. The doors knew him and opened for him, then he 
was inside. He walked over to the package on the desk, and 
carefully opened it. Within was a glimmering fabric. He 
grasped it by the shoulders and shook it out. 

 The cloak unfurled dramatically. The fabric glimmered 
with a colorless light. Strange ran his hand across it flat, his 
training from Enitharmon the Weaver surfacing in his mind. 
What remarkable material. He donned it. The room's 
intimate details sprang out for simple observation. He 
concentrated, feeling the light and enlightenment that 
suffused the garment. He felt the threads working, weaving 
with his consciousness. The possibilities! He sensed he could 
learn to move invisibly, to compel truth, to protect the body. 

 Ruefully, he furled the cloak once more. A thug was 
going to sell this to a collector. He wondered if it was 
another wizard. Then he secured the Mantle in a drawer. 

 This cloak was too powerful to fall into the wrong hands. 
He didn't want to risk a wizard battle in the restaurant. And 
for a moment, he keenly missed the Eye of Agamotto. 



 

   71 

 Strange strolled downstairs, feeling the emptiness of the 
house. He opened the refrigerator, and looked at the food 
without seeing it. Shrugging, he closed the refrigerator and 
headed outside. 

 He walked down the steamy streets until he reached a 
corner café. A moment later, he took a seat at one of the 
tables outside. He was the only one on the veranda. He 
ordered a rye sandwich and water, then took a moment of 
concentration. 

 The heat around him evaporated, and he was 
comfortable outside. His food arrived, and he took his time 
with it. As he took a small bite and left the sandwich on the 
plate as he reflectively chewed, he thought of the Ancient 
One and his weekly bowl of rice. Strange, as an apprentice, 
had been so irritated that the old man ate so slowly. A dim 
smile crossed his face as he watched the street. 

 Another patron walked out on the veranda. She wore a 
ball cap that restrained her wild mane of flaring crimson hair, 
and sunglasses over her eyes. A tank top and running shorts 
were appropriate for the day. As she sat, Strange noticed she 
had long, slender, strong legs. She ordered a coke and a 
sandwich, then pulled out a pad and started jotting notes, 
glancing up from time to time. 

 Strange lapsed back into his own thoughts, gazing up at 
the vault of blue above, contemplating what lay beneath and 
behind it. 

 He was slightly startled when the woman stood and 
approached. 

 "I hate eating alone," she said apologetically in a smooth, 
low voice. "Would you mind terribly if I joined you?" 

 "By all means," he said, gesturing at the seat opposite. He 
felt her nervousness. "Solitude can be burdensome when it is 
not voluntary." 
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 The waiter brought her food and drink out and left it. 
She laughed at herself. "I'm a writer," she said. "I use that to 
break the ice. Most people want to be in a story," she said 
with half a smile. "My name's Madelyn Pryor. What's yours?" 

 "I'm Stephen Strange," he said. "Pleased to meet you." 

 "Editor of the Planetary?" she said, awestruck. "Oh," she 
said, discomfited. "I thought you looked familiar. You look 
just like that spooky picture in the magazine." She blushed. "I 
hope I’m not bothering you, I really didn't mean to—" 

 "It's alright," he said with a negligent wave. "What we do 
is seldom who we are. You can still sit at my table. What sort 
of stories do you write?" 

 "Investigative reporting," she said boldly. Then she 
shrugged. "Actually fiction mostly, but I'm trying to break in. 
I'm doing a story right now on a village in Mombassa where 
all their cultural artifacts and art have been taken and sold, 
and the destabilizing effect on the local culture." She started 
on her sandwich. 

 "An ambitious place to start," Strange said. 

 She shrugged. "I've always been ambitious," she said. She 
let him see her falling for him in her eyes. 

 Strange sipped his water, and breathed a Knowing across 
her. She was dappled in patches of deep darkness and 
brilliant light; they were not at war within her, but they 
coexisted in her soul. A world traveler. And… and she had 
the power to conceal herself from him. Dangerous. 

 He smiled. "Indeed," he said. "Ambition can be a two 
edged sword." 

 Her pager went off. "Damn," she said, tugging it out and 
glancing at the number. "I've got to take this call." She flashed 
him a smile. "My editor will never believe who I'm having 
lunch with!" She jogged inside. Strange relaxed, watching the 
traffic flow by while he was blessedly still. 
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 Then he saw her duck into a taxi. Faintly bemused, he 
saw she had left her small purse. A small smile crossed his 
face. Not a bit surprised. 

 He stood, picking up the purse. It felt like a trap, but he'd 
take the bait. All part of the responsibility. 

* 

 Strange rapped on Madelyn's hotel door. "Just a minute!" 
she called from inside. 

 She opened the door dressed only in towels; one 
wrapped around her hair, exposing the lovely curves of her 
slender neck and rounded shoulders. The other was wrapped 
around her bosom, falling to her lower thighs. Her eyes were 
very green and they did a reasonable impression of surprise. 

 "Steve! Please come in," she said quickly. He held up her 
purse. She deflated with relief as she took it. "I was 
wondering where that was. Please," she said. She glanced at 
the hallway. "Come in, won't you? Before people walk by and 
see me?" 

 He stepped into the hotel room. It was flawlessly tidy. 
She turned and put her purse on the table. "I was just getting 
ready to call around after it," she said. She faced him. "You 
are the nicest man I have met in this horrible city." And for a 
moment she radiated loneliness, a terrible empty silent cry. 
Strange thought of Montessi, felt the loneliness in his gut 
echo her plea for connection. 

 "A good ruse, an effective trick," he said softly. "But not 
good enough. What do you want? Why have you targeted 
me?" He stepped very close indeed. "Who are you really?" 

 The furious narrowing of her green eyes was more than 
enough warning for a wizard as seasoned by countless battles 
as Dr. Strange. Her psychic blast tore out at him, but his 
mind was wrapped in the creation of mystic defenses and 
very difficult to reach. Her blast skidded around on the 
magic for a moment, unsure of what to do, before it burst. 
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 Strange gestured, and she was pinioned to the wall by 
bands of mystic force. "Ms. Pryor," he said with an icy smile, 
"I've dealt with wizards, demons, and things more ancient 
and deadly than you can imagine. That was sloppy." 

 She let out a shout, and all the furniture in the room 
leaped at him in a bound of telekenetic fury. His reaction 
time was better. A globe of force slid out of the ether around 
him, and the furniture splintered and cracked against it. 
Strange still hadn't warmed up yet. 

 "Enough!" he said imperiously as the broken furniture 
splayed away from him. He touched her on the forehead.  

 "No, please," she whimpered. 

 His eyes carried a ruthless glint. He said nothing. Then 
he opened her mind, peeling her defenses back. Where they 
did not yield, he snapped them. 

 She let out a howl of pain, throwing her full will into 
shielding her mind. Strange set his jaw and broke her 
defenses. She went limp, her eyes staring. Then he was inside 
her thoughts. 

 She knew of the Mantle, that's what she was after. 
Interesting. Her powers… she was born with them a long, 
long time ago. Those thoughts trailed off into darkness, a 
pulsing darkness that was aware. Strange pulled back from 
that, wincing with the pain of old scars. Yes, a darkness at 
the root of it. That owned part of her soul. He skimmed 
across the Inner Council swiftly, noting the quartet for future 
reference. Then he turned and encountered a barrier of 
purest light. It flashed out at him, and he deflected the strike. 
He was driven clear by the brief contact. 

 She collapsed, barely managing a low moan of exquisite, 
ballooning pain. 

 "Believe me," Strange said coldly, denying his curiosity, 
"this is where you want it to end." He turned on his heel and 
left her sprawled, mostly naked, in the splinters of the hotel 
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room's furniture. She slammed her fist on the floor in 
frustration and rage. 

* 

 Strange hung his coat on the rack by the door, sighed, 
and walked into the kitchen. With a gesture, he turned the 
radio on and flicked it through the ether until he found 
music he liked that had never been broadcast on this plane. 
He settled into a chair and examined his hands, his mind still 
reeling from its forced entry. His eyes slid closed and he 
focused, trying to quell the dirty feeling he got when he did 
that to people. 

 With a flaring sizzle, a stepping disk deposited Illyana in 
the kitchen in the precise spot she had stood the same 
morning. She was vibrating with excitement. 

 "I found it! I already found it!" she said, excited. He 
smiled broadly. 

 "Good work," he said. "How?" 

 "I realized you'd already given me the key to working it 
out," she said quickly. "I looked for ambient magic. If the 
Ancient One was a Sorcerer Supreme, even the ruins of his 
home would radiate some magic. And they do. So I scanned 
all the mystic sites in Tibet, which is not something I'm in a 
hurry to do again, and there it was! Took me almost as long 
to find the candle as it did to find the ruin." 

 "Show me," Strange said simply. She flashed him a smile, 
and a stepping disk whirled up. 

 

 She watched his reaction closely as they dropped out of 
the stepping disks in the Underspace of limbo, Illyana's 
personal demonic realm. Strange looked around thoughtfully. 

 They were in the throne room he remembered, but 
instead of pools of blood-slicked smoking lava and bare, 
broken stone, the décor had changed. The room was still 



 

76 

stone, but grass surrounded the peak the throne room was 
set upon. Trees ringed the room. The lava was gone, buried 
in stone. The area smelled of flowers instead of the stink of 
sulfur and gore. Above, the roiling skies of eternal flame had 
rolled back, leaving a portal to a starry night above the 
throne room. To one side was an elaborate four poster bed. 
Demons lurked in the corners, watching. 

 "Welcome to my Sanctum," she said nervously. 

 He smiled at her. "It's wonderful," he said. "You have 
beautiful trees." 

 A breeze blew, carrying the scent of flowers instead of 
ash. Illyana grinned sheepishly. "I had to import potting soil, 
tools, plants and stuff. I have no idea what gardening is really 
like, you know, on Prime." She squinted up at the sky in the 
middle of the silent sheets of flame that made up the dome 
over the dimension. "I give them sunlight when they look 
like they need it, but I like night better." 

 "It's a really significant start," Strange said. "I would like 
to see your garden. A refuge. All of us need one." 

 "Do you have one?" she asked. 

 "The house is my Sanctum," Strange said. "But you've 
been in my Sanctum Sanctorum." She nodded, 
understanding. 

 "Wanna see the candle?" she said with a  grin. Her legs 
twisted into goat legs, and she trotted over to the pool and 
peered in with a gesture. There, flickering on the snow, was a 
candle flame. 

 "Excellent," Strange said. He turned to face her. "You're 
ready for the next part." 

 "What, no break?" she said, surprised. Her stomach 
rumbled.  
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 He smiled. "Seldom do we get a break between finding 
and solving," he said. "It only took you two hours to find it, 
which is very impressive. I am proud of you." 

 "So what's the next part?" she asked in a subdued voice, 
somewhat mollified. 

 "Put it out. Now, if you don't mind, I’m expecting a 
visitor." 

 She shook her head as she teleported him back to Prime. 

 Strange entered his Sanctum Sanctorum. He donned the 
Mantle, settled in the corner, and began to meditate. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 Hours later, he felt Pryor moving through his house. He 
roused as she used mystic lock picks on the door. 

 She slipped through the doors and glanced around, her 
breath catching in her throat as she saw all the treasures of 
incalculable worth. 

 She pulled a compass with a stone arrow out of her bag, 
and it pointed unwaveringly at Strange's hiding place. 

 "Agamotto," Pryor whispered, and she approached. 

 "Close," Strange said, whirling the cloak as he faced her. 
She staggered back gasping as the doors slammed shut, 
trapping her inside. 

 "Foolish," he said, shaking his head. She yanked out a 
gun and squeezed the trigger again and again. The gun did 
not fire; she saw it was jammed. Strange tugged it out of her 
hand with a band of mystic force, and the gun clattered away. 

 "I thought I'd give you a chance," he murmured. "You 
have chosen not to take it." Then he swirled the Mantle, and 
she gasped as she felt herself rooted to the spot, her mind 
toppling into the sparkling folds. 
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 Aided by the Mantle, Strange effortlessly slid through the 
barrier of light. He saw an attractive, almost ageless woman. 
Her eyes sparkled an unnaturally light blue as they slid open, 
seeing him. They connected for a moment. He traced her 
swiftly. Reykjavik, Iceland. He released Pryor. 

 She toppled to the carpet, gasping. Just as she had been 
able to curb the pain in her head enough to feel her 
extremities. Strange felt no pity for her as she collapsed. 

 "They know," Pryor gasped. "If you search my mind they 
know. You're a dead man." 

 Strange gestured at her already blasted mind, and her eyes 
went blank. He planted a powerful Forgetting about the 
Light, how to contact those in it. He removed the Light from 
her mind. And she Forgot his Sanctum and it's artifacts. 

 Like a sleepwalker, she left the house.  

 Strange settled into his throne, his mind spinning as he 
contemplated his next move. 

 

 He had just closed his suitcase when Illyana whirled back 
down into Prime from the Underspace. 

 "I did it!" she said, her eyes alight with excitement. 

 "Good," Strange said. "How?" 

 "I used the Winds of Watoomb and the Vapors of 
Valtorr," she said. "It was a delicate mix, but I managed it 
and didn't bury myself in an avalanche!" 

 "Even better," Strange nodded. 

 "Where are you going?" she asked, nodding at the 
suitcase. 

 "Iceland," he said. "Shouldn't be a long trip. I'll leave you 
with plenty to do. When you've finished your test, learn the 
idiosyncratic Vishanti rune set. When you are initiated into 
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the secrets of the Vishanti you will need to be ready. But 
first." 

 "A test?" she said in a small voice. "Another one?" Her 
stomach rumbled loudly. "It's almost supper time." 

 "But it isn't yet," Strange nodded. "You will find that you 
must deny your body repeatedly and for prolonged times as a 
sorceress. You are learning to do that. Your test: re-kindle 
the everburning candle flame. To do otherwise," he said 
calmly, "would be profoundly disrespectful to the Ancient 
One." 

 She set her jaw and bowed to him stiffly. "Yes Master," 
she said.  

 "Let me know how it went when I get back," he said. 

 "I could just join you in Iceland," she said, "after I eat." 

 "I think this one is better handled by me alone," Strange 
said distantly. "Something… something very odd is going 
on." 

 She shrugged and teleported away. Outside, Strange's cab 
honked. 

 

May 4 

 Strange was subtly disguised as he stepped off the plane 
into the whipping wind of the airfield. He jogged to the 
terminal and went inside, got some coffee, settled in a booth. 
Let his thoughts slide to silence. He opened his senses.  

 There. North of town, not far. A deep shine, set in the 
hills. He smiled to himself. 

 

 An hour later he drove his rented car along the narrow 
strip of asphalt. He slowed, pulled off the side of the road. 
Rudimentary, traced through the air, a barrier of 
watchfulness. He focused, opened it slightly without 
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disrupting it, and continued on foot. A mystic picket line. 
Interesting. 

 He continued some way on foot, finding the turn that led 
down a dirt road to a house on a hill. The second mystic 
barrier. He parted it and moved through undetected. 

 The third barrier was at the base of the hill surrounding 
the house. Strange parted it, moved through it, then settled 
himself in the scrub brush. Focusing, he sat cross-legged and 
surrounded his body with mystic protections. Then he 
slipped free, in his astral form. A shadow in a world of 
shadows, he moved toward the house with the speed of 
thought and detected the fourth barrier woven around it's 
physical structure. In his astral form, he saw the barriers 
clearly; they were spiderwebs of interconnected 
contemplative thought placed and set by a deeply powerful 
mind. He slipped through easily in his ghostly form. Strange 
felt matter flicker through him as he dropped to the 
basement. 

 A hoarse, barking cough was followed by a chesty snarl. 
Strange found himself in a laboratory of sorts, surrounded by 
electronic equipment and catalogued samples. He peeked 
around a rack. He was invisible to normal eyes, but he didn't 
want to make any assumptions here. 

 A huge black beast was perched on a console. It let out a 
roar, and bounded. Bouncing off the floor with a handspring, 
its prehensile feet caught a roof beam and swung it to a cage 
wall, where it ran along as though running on the ground. It 
swung clear with a chuffing breath and slapped down on the 
ground, howling. It was five foot tall hunched, over six 
standing. It must have weighed over four hundred pounds. 
The door banged open and a young man with a thin face 
stormed in. 

 "Look, cut it out," he snapped. He had sharp blue eyes 
and a blonde crew cut. "I'm trying to watch tv." 
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 "A thousand apologies, Storm," the beast said in 
cultured, deep-chested German. "But I'm trying to figure this 
thrice-cursed star-crossed ill-formed and misbegotten genetic 
quandary out before my skull pops." 

 "I'm all for the popping if it's quiet," Storm snapped in 
fluent German.  

 "Bah," the beast said, putting a palm flat on the floor and 
balancing upside down with no more effort than standing 
would take. "Gotta get my blood moving, my thoughts 
unjammed, shake it all loose!" 

 "Well if your tantrum is done," Storm said, "you can tell 
me how it's going." 

 "Poorly," the beast said, dropping to a bipedal stance. He 
shrugged his lab coat on and approached the console. "As 
you can see, as soon as I isolate the shape-shifting genetic 
trait, then in the process of combining it with other genetics, 
ANY other genetics, it tries to shape to them and pulls them 
off true. And bang," he said with a ringing, meaty clap of his 
incredibly powerful hands, "a mess. Gene stew for dinner. 
Same problem I ran into with the Kurt project." 

 Storm suddenly raised his hand, and spoke to his thumb. 
"Intruder? What, like a ghost?" He nodded at the beast, who 
immediately sent his hands clattering over the keyboards, 
running tests and checking systems. Strange backed away, 
turned, considered bolting. 

 "Back corner!" the beast called out. 

 "Nail 'im, Reed!" Storm shouted. 

 Strange felt a most peculiar tugging sensation, and he 
darted away at the speed of thought-- 

 A wrench, and he found himself in a strange fog. He 
found he could not move his astral form out of it. The fog 
thinned some, and he could see a cluttered workroom. The 
fog was between two pillars, but he detected no magic in 
them. Still he could not escape. 
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 His physical body drifted into the room, followed by the 
blonde woman he had seen in Pryor's mind. At a console on 
the other side of the room, a man stood typing with his 
hands on separate keyboards. He glanced over his shoulder. 

 "Ah, Sue, you've got our guest," he said. "Let's see what 
we shall see." He flicked a couple switches, and with a clang, 
lights popped on in and around the pillars. Strange felt the 
lights sear through his astral form. On the screen behind the 
scientist, he saw his confused and ghostly reflection in 
negative. It was not pretty. 

 "Fascinating," the man murmured as he bent to his 
studies. "The echo of the positronic differential is a precise 
counterpattern to the neural holding pattern of the host 
body." He turned and faced his machine, the captured ghost, 
and the uninhabited body. 

 "Can you speak?" he asked. Strange tried, found he could 
not focus the words. The scientist turned and tinkered with 
the settings. Strange felt himself more coherent. 

 "I can," he said with some effort. He looked at the 
woman. "Susan," he said, "there's someone else here and I'd 
like to meet him or her. Storm, and the beast, fine. But who 
put the mystic defenses in place?" 

 The scientist approached. "My name is Reed," he said. "I 
don't have any idea what kind of mystic defenses you're 
talking about." 

 "There are four layers in getting into the house. Another 
surrounds this room," Strange said. 

 "Ah," Reed nodded, "the psychokinetic awareness 
extended neural net paths that have been meditated into 
place by Grimm and sustained by hypnometric energies from 
the geomantic network of magenetic energies cross-
generated on this location. Mystic defenses, indeed." 

 "Is that how you detected my approach?" Strange asked. 
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 Reed chuckled, gestured. A hovering keyboard 
approached, and he tapped a few commands into it. The 
security tapes were retrieved. Strange saw himself approach 
the third barrier, wave his hands slightly. Then walk through 
the barrier. It was, of course, invisible. Sue suppressed a 
chuckle. 

 Strange's mind raced as he tried to pull the pieces 
together. "What have I found here?" he asked. "Where is the 
Light?" 

 Reed looked him over carefully as the door opened, and 
Storm walked in with the Beast. 

 "Booya, another ghost bites the dust. Who ya gonna 
call," Storm said with a big grin. The beast clapped its hand 
over its eyes and groaned. 

 "Another fertile mind once curious, now rotted to yogurt 
by popular media," he grumbled in German. 

 "I heard that, fleabus," Storm said in English. "So Reed, 
what did you bag there?" 

 "A real live wizard," Reed said with a sage smile. "Seems 
he knows spells." 

 Sue covered her mouth with her hand, but her merry 
smile shone in her eyes. 

 "The ethertrap seems to have attracted his uniquely 
organized energies," Reed said, tapping at the keyboard. "I've 
heard of mental projection, but to convert particulate 
otherspace into coherent representations of a physical form 
for purposes of defying the natural laws of the earth in 
consciousness transference is a delightfully unanticipated 
phenomenon that could be tremendously helpful to my 
research." 

 "I hate it when he lapses into technospeak," Storm said 
with a sigh. "Where's Grimm? We need somebody to tell 
Reed to knock it off." 
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 Reed looked at Strange's astral form in the monitor. 
"Now, Doctor Stephen Strange, either you will cooperate 
with us fully or I will discorporate your intangible form to 
the component matter from which it is crafted." He smiled, 
and pulled out a pipe. 

 "Do what we want or you're hosed," Storm translated 
helpfully. 

 "So you just put this together when you saw me enter the 
premises?" Strange asked. "That's very impressive." His 
watchful eyes caught every detail. 

 "It was fairly elementary," Reed said with a modest shrug. 
"This is proving to be a most diverting afternoon. Sue, would 
go get us lunch?" She left the room with a nod. Reed 
approached the spirit bottle. "Now we've talked the how, and 
I want to know the why. Why are you here? What can you 
tell me about yourself that the world's information banks 
don't know? Why did you bother discovering a method to 
leave your body, and how? That sort of question." 

 "I am the Sorcerer Supreme for the Prime dimension of 
Earth," Strange said calmly. "I have come to find you 
because Madelyn Pryor tried to rob me, and I found you in 
her mind as the reason. Your skillful defense of that 
information, segmented off in her mind, intrigued me. I 
thought I'd come see what the secrecy was about." 

 "I am no magician, surely," Reed said. "I have certain… 
physical properties, for lack of a better explanation, that my 
science can not yet account for. So I will not discount magic. 
To be honest, I prefer to think of you as a practitioner of an 
alien science. For really, any science taken far enough might 
as well be magic. As a caveman confronted with a television 
camera and monitor would profess." He smiled faintly as he 
finished tamping his pipe. 
 "That concession," rumbled a voice from the back of the 
room, "was hard won." A hulking man stood in the back of 
the room. He was nearly seven feet tall. He was robed. As he 
approached, his tread was heavy, measured, and clacking. 



 

   85 

"Do not start another iteration of our favorite debate." 
Strange saw the sixth ring of mystic protection woven 
around his body, the seventh around his mind. Seven rings. 
A holy number. 

 A door opened, and Sue wheeled in a cart with lunch on 
it. They turned, distracted. Strange smiled, and with a tug he 
reached out mentally and summoned his cloak of levitation 
to himself. It swept through the fog, carrying his body, and 
he snapped into the flesh so that as he swept out the other 
side he once again was in full command of his body. 

 Reed quietly lit his pipe as Sue stood frozen in shock. 
Grimm settled down in a combat stance, but Storm had 
already leaped into the air. His skin flexed, then burst into 
flame; his body surface was lined in roiling tight ripples of 
fire. With a gesture, he sent a ferocious gout of flame down 
to break across Strange. It hit his shield and spattered off. 
With a gesture, Strange stripped the flame from Storm, who 
fell unceremoniously to the ground. 

 "Ah, youth," Reed said with a small, mirthless smile. 
Then he closed his eyes, reached deep into his soul, and 
opened them again. 

 The Light, the palpable presence of Light crashed into 
Strange. It was value neutral, neither good nor evil, but a 
strong force of truth that blazed into him, would have 
burned through him. But he was a master of mysticism, and 
he had once borne the Eye of Agamotto. These energies 
were the same. So he withstood the onslaught with a 
reminiscing smile. 

 "Takes me back," he said softly. "And now it ends." With 
a two handed gesture he sealed the Light back in Reed. Reed 
blinked at him once. Then he pulled a pistol from his belt. 

 "Maybe your magic can protect you against what I have 
here," he said in a cold voice, "but I doubt it. And there is no 
chance you can knock it from my grasp. So do we fight or 
talk?" 
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 "We talk," Strange said, his face curled in a saturnine 
smile. "And I tell you the truth of where your power came 
from." 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 A few minutes later they were seated at the table, having 
lunch. After a round of watercress sandwiches, green tea, and 
buttered sconces, they leaned back. Strange steepled his 
fingers and began. 

 "You were all together, looking for the Mantle of 
Agamotto. An archeologist?" he asked. 

 "Yes," Reed nodded. "I have studied many things. Before 
our Enlightenment I was a renaissance scientist, able to fund 
my own expeditions. I had heard of the Mantle of Agamotto 
from a mystic, and I thought it would be a fascinating study. 
Sue was and is my assistant, Ben was our pilot and driver, 
and he and Johnny helped with the heavy lifting. And Johnny 
was our troubleshooter." 

 "Booya," Storm said, pointing his finger at strange and 
curling around an imaginary trigger. 

 "Brother and sister?" Strange asked, looking at Sue and 
Storm. Reed nodded. 

 "It was his best qualification," he said with a faint smile. 
Storm rolled his eyes. 

 "At any rate," Strange continued. "You found the small 
shrine outside Pingwei in Tibet, found the secret entrance, 
worked your way through the endless boobytraps." 

 "Gods yes," Storm said, rolling his eyes at the memory. 

 "Then," Strange said, "you found the Mantle. Reed put it 
on." 

 Reed nodded. 



 

   87 

 "This happened before 98 but after 78," Strange mused 
to himself. 

 "Hardly insightful," Reed said dryly, "as that's a twenty 
year gap. Now you really do sound like a fortune teller. It was 
in 82." 

 "Agamotto, whose mantle you bore, was a Sorcerer 
Supreme in ancient ages gone by. He was the first, for he was 
the mystic that bound himself and his mystic heirs into 
service of the Earth Spirits for the defense of Prime. As his 
heir myself, you can see why I was keen to get his Mantle, 
and why you are so interesting to me. Or you will in a short 
time. Agamotto fashioned many artifacts, coined the thought 
of the operating methods of the Sorcerer Supreme position." 

 Strange sipped his drink, then continued. "In 1978, the 
Chinese accidentally bombed the lamasery where the Ancient 
One, who was the Sorcerer Supreme then, and his two 
students studied. The Sorcerer Supreme and his students 
were lost in one fell swoop. Earth was bereft of it's 
champion. That activated the Mantle. It would try to be 
found. You had some incredible strokes of luck, yes?" 

 "We wouldn't have admitted it at the time," Reed said. "It 
was still difficult." 

 "But surely a man of your intellect wondered why no one 
had followed the trail to the Mantle before," Strange said. 

 Reed nodded. "I concede the point. Please continue." 

 "When you found it," Strange said, looking at the table, 
"it would adjust your number to four. I assume you took 
some casualties going in." Reed and Storm's expressions 
darkened, and he went on. "Reed donned the Mantle, and 
cosmic rays shot out of it in all directions, impaling the three 
of you and engulfing Reed. Agamotto split his power into 
four aspects many times in his teaching." 

 He looked at Reed. "Rational and enlightened thought." 
He looked at Grimm. "Unshakable calm and meditation." He 
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looked at Sue. "Invisible application of force." He looked at 
Johnny. "The cleansing flame of wrath." He smiled. "Each of 
you was granted an aspect of Agamotto's power. He didn't 
dare concentrate it in a single individual, in case an evil or 
selfish person found it. But with the four of you, with your 
combined power, you could protect the Earth." 

 "So presumably something happened in 1998?" Reed 
asked dryly. 

 "Yes," Strange nodded. "I was in the wreckage of a 
dimension that had undergone a terrible catastrophe, I had 
failed to protect it and I was wasting away in the rubble of 
my failure. The Earth Spirits of this dimension reached out 
to me, being without a Sorcerer Supreme. They apparently 
weren't satisfied with Agamotto's backup plan. So I came, 
not knowing about you four. It is possible the Spirits tried to 
communicate with you and failed." 

 Reed looked troubled, Strange didn't press for details. 
"So I came. And now there is a Sorcerer Supreme, so 
Agamotto's countermeasure is redundant." 

 Storm snorted. "I wonder if that line of bs is what the 
Seer of Light was stringing us on with," he muttered. 

 Strange and Reed both looked at him sharply. Then they 
looked at each other.  

 "Seer of Light?" Strange asked quietly.  

 Reed shrugged. "A man approached us." He sighed. "He 
was of such enlightened perspective that he must be 
blindfolded, or pure and powerful light streams from his 
eyes, melting away all crude physical matter in the way. We 
have assisted him in temporal matters in exchange for a 
gradual revelation of the truth behind our… somewhat 
puzzling condition. You have given us the information we 
needed to completely remove his leverage." 

 Strange watched him carefully for a moment. "The power 
of Agamotto is meant to be used for good," he said quietly. 
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"I think now that you have this power you are under an 
obligation to try and protect the Earth, to carry out 
Agamotto's work. What do you intend to do?" 

 "Since the power came to us," Reed said, looking him in 
the eye, "we've felt an inexplicable urge to purify our bodies, 
to translate ourselves into pure light with thought so 
powerful it can sweep away all crude matter we need to live. 
The body is a life support system, delicate and full of pumps 
and valves and joints, for the living energy of our souls. I 
have worked tirelessly with applications of light." 

He smiled to himself. "I invented the fiberoptic 
networks that cover the globe, learning through fibers how 
to use the light to carry information. It was preparatory 
research to finding how to make light carry the signature of 
my intellect and soul. I've delved into bionanotech, 
integration of flesh and machine. Light, psychologically and 
physically, is the most fascinating substance in the universe." 

 "And we're richer than God," Storm piped up with a 
grin. He was ignored. Sue tossed him a warning glance. 

 "We are on the way to becoming something else," Reed 
breathed, staring into Strange's eyes. "We're already more 
than human. By the time we're done applying the powers 
we've been given, we will be as gods." 

 "Capricious or benevolent?" Strange asked. 

 Reed smiled. "The world is a dark place, sorcerer," he 
said. "It needs more light, not more darkness. To that end we 
have sought the Mantle tirelessly since it was stolen from us 
while we… changed into what we are now. To see if we can 
further unlock its secrets." 

 Strange was lost in thought for a long moment. Grimm 
seemed to be meditating in the depths of his cowl. Sue 
waited patiently, as did Reed, but Storm fidgeted. 

 "I think you would be good guardians and fit inheritors 
for the Mantle," Strange said slowly. "I have my own Mantle 
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and little need for his. Will one of you come to the States 
with me to collect it?" 

 "Certainly," Reed said with a brilliant smile. "Sue will go. 
Take a quinjet." 

 With that, they all stood. Strange shook Reed's hand. "Be 
in touch," he said quietly. "We can work together. I don't 
want to give or take orders any more than you do. But…" 

 "I understand," Reed said with a decisive nod. "We can 
assist one another in the defense of the Earth. That sounds 
like a great plan." 

 "Then we'll be seeing each other again," Strange said with 
a smile. He turned, his coat swirling, and followed Sue out of 
the room. 

* 

 Strange watched, fascinated, from the cockpit of the 
quinjet. It was built to seat six, one of the seats big enough 
for Grimm and one for the Beast. Its stubby lines were 
currently hazy, as its visual cloaking diffraction system was 
on. They sailed almost silently over New York, homing in on 
his Sanctum without direction from him. 

 Sue expertly handled the plane, curving it down. 

 "I'm not sure my roof can support this," Strange said a 
bit nervously. 

 "Don't worry," she said. "The weight diffusion gear is 
more than enough to disperse the weight over so many 
contact points on this building and the one on either side we 
could part the Chrysler building on your roof." She smiled at 
him disarmingly, and he was a bit alarmed to find himself 
echoing her smile. She was really an engaging woman. 

 Then the faintest thrumming bump, the system kicked 
on and the quinjet eased down. The gangplank opened. 

 "Can you make it to the street on your own or do you 
want help?" she asked. 
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 "I'll be fine," he said. She rippled, then turned 
translucent, then transparent. He blinked, and she was gone. 
He could still sense her, and see ripples of distortion, then 
those too vanished. 

 "You see with light," she reminded him playfully, "and 
light is my toy." She hovered down to the street on a pillar of 
invisible force, and Strange joined her with his coat flaring 
slightly, surrounded by wards of distraction that would pull a 
passerby's eyes somewhere else. 

 Then he opened the door, led her to the Sanctum. 
"Please wait out here," he said to Sue as she became visible 
again, light bending back to bounce from her instead of 
curving around in tight and intricate camouflage. 

 In the privacy of his Sanctum, he ran his hand across the 
fabric once, feeling the wisdom and power in it. For a 
moment, he hesitated. 

 "They need it more than I do," he breathed, "and they 
will keep it safe." And I will watch them, he mentally added, 
for they do not yet seem trustworthy entirely. Still… 
Agamotto was no fool. He must have had failsafes. A plan. 
The bearers of his power could not be evil. 

 "Not evil," he murmured. "Misguided, perhaps, but not 
evil." And his mind was made up. 

 He opened the door and handed the Mantle to Sue. She 
took it, her eyes literally lighting up as the power of 
Agamotto called to her. She slung it over her shoulders, and 
for a moment Strange was taken aback by the aura, the 
completion they granted each other. Then she bowed deeply 
to him. 

 "We will not forget this tremendous gift," she said, tears 
welling in her eyes. "You have made sense of this 
senselessness for us, aided us without recompense, and 
offered your friendship without reward. We… appreciate 
you," she said, smiling. She gave him a hug that he returned 
gracefully. Then she stepped away. 
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 "Anything you need, anything at all," her eyes flared. 
"We'll be your guardian angels." She turned with a swirl of 
the cloak and vanished into the house. 

 

Strange was still standing in the same spot musing 
some time later when the familiar snap hiss of a teleportation 
disc deposited his apprentice next to him. 

 "Sorry I’m late," she said. "I didn't see you get in." 

 "I arrived by jet, landed on the roof," Strange said with a 
distant look in his eye. "I take it you got the flame re-lit?" 

 "Careful, your coat'll get jealous," she said with a grin. 
"Yeah, I got the flame re-lit. I tried the Flames of Faltine, 
and of course that's not eternal. So I tried," she said, ticking 
options off on her fingers, "dispelling magic, reversing magic, 
inversion magic, none of that worked. Then I focused, and I 
accessed an Aspect of Agamotto. And it drew from the 
ambient magic of the place and incarnated it, and boom! 
Flickering candle!" She grinned. 

 "Very good," he said with a smile. "You have learned 
how durable the power of Agamotto is, as you were meant 
to. As well as the power of using the environment around 
you to fuel and sustain magic." He nodded. "Excellent work. 
Let's go have supper." 

 His apprentice grinned and clattered down the stairs on 
her hooves, and he followed slowly, distracted, his mind half 
the world away as he struggled to feel either relieved or 
concerned… 

* 

 In the Chamber of Light, The Master of the Fifth Seal 
knelt before the Grand Master of the Seventh Seal and 
offered up the Mantle of Agamotto. Reed took it from Sue 
with a smile, and slung it about his shoulders. He leaned 
back, savoring the feel of it, then looked at her with a terrible 
new power in his eyes. 
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 "You have done well, as you always do," he said. "We are 
a step closer." 

 "What of the Seer of Light?" she asked, daring to look 
into his eyes. 

 "Sever all ties," Reed said with an impatient gesture. "I do 
not suffer blackmailers lightly. He should have told us what 
he knew. The Sorcerer has freed us from his avaricious 
clutches." 

 "And the Inner Council he wished us to support in all 
ways?" 

 "Let them fend for themselves," Reed said. "They lack 
the vision of the blindfolded Seer, and they think they can 
handle the power they seek. But they are flawed and foolish. 
They do not understand themselves or each other, they are 
doomed to fail and I don't want to be involved with them 
when that happens." 
 "What now, Master?" Sue asked. 

 "I once thought we were each set on the path to 
enlightenment truly, but the Sorcerer revealed we are four 
parts of a whole. I will not sacrifice the life energies of my 
family for enlightenment. But there must be a way to siphon 
all of Agamotto's aspects into one receptacle. And then?" 

 Sue slowly smiled. "Yes, Reed," she said. "Then you will 
finally satisfy the craving for godhood that the Light has 
filled you with." 

 "Approach," Reed said, breathing heavily. She did. "To 
the Seven becoming One," he murmured. 

 "To the Seven becoming One," she replied, gazing deep 
into his eyes. 

 For a time, they were lost together within the Light. 
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 Till Death 
May 5 

 The tune spun and curled through the heady air, swirling 
over the camp, blending with the light and smoke of the 
bonfire. The Rom twirled through their dancing as the 
master fiddler scraped out a reel that held them together and 
teased them apart. 

 A huge man stood in the shadows, watching, the firelight 
glinting off his eyes. His mouth was hidden in a thick brush 
of white moustache. He was joined by a much smaller man, 
slight and athletic of build, with a tousle of darker hair. The 
two watched as the fiddler wound the reel up and the 
dancers finished the dance. 

 "She is perfect," intoned the huge man in German, the 
words rolling up out of his chest and taking their time being 
spoken. 

 "Yes, Boris. She is," replied the smaller man with a smile.  

 The fiddler was a beautiful woman, her short blonde hair 
captured beneath a scarf, dressed after the fashion of the 
Rom. She handed the fiddle to a man who took it reverently, 
and the people demanded more, laughing. The slim man left 
Boris's side, sweeping into the light, through the dancers to 
reach their fiddler. 

 "I do heartily apologize," he said in fluent Romany, "but 
you've had your fun and it's my turn to be Lady Valeria's 
audience." 

 Scattered laughter followed them as he picked her up in 
his arms and carried her out of the firelight. She was laughing 
too hard to resist. A minute later they were on the road out 
of the hollow where the gypsies celebrated, so he put her 
back on her feet. She threaded her arm through the crook of 
his elbow and they started walking back towards the palace. 
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 She leaned her head on his shoulder, and he smelled the 
spicy cooking and camp smoke that never failed to remind 
him of his childhood. He smiled. 

 "Sorry I missed your recital," he said. 

 "You know better," she said. "It was just a celebration." 

 "I hear you've become a master fiddler." 

 She shrugged. "They flatter me. I'm beginning to get the 
hang of it. I'll start working on the finer points next year." 

 He smiled. 

 She leaned away from him. "Victor," she said, "Where 
are we going?" 

 "To the science center, if you don't mind. I had a couple 
other things to check on before I went to bed. I finally 
finished negotiations with that Russian bore and I thought 
I'd check on you before turning in for the night." 

 "Let's get there faster," she said with a mischievous grin. 
She stepped behind him and grabbed him, then sprang off 
the ground into the air. He let out a whoop as they soared 
up, up, and away. 

* 

 The young reddish-blonde woman sighed dreamily as she 
watched the pair take off, their image sharp in her scrying 
pool. The pool was deep, still water surrounded by black 
stone. Around the lip, ferns and flowers grew. She lay on a 
cushion peering down, but with a gesture she stilled the 
image and the surface of the water was dark once more. She 
stood up and brushed herself off as a bird twittered 
somewhere in her garden. Looking around, she smiled. 

 "Beats gardening," she murmured to herself. She was 
surrounded by trees, beds of flowers, twisting intricate paths 
by stone benches that appeared to be supported by gargoyles. 
Across from the pool was an elaborate throne, and 
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embedded in a stone next to it a gleaming pale sword 
wrapped in deep magic. 

 "Enough tv," she said to herself. "I've got to get working 
on the Vishanti master rune set or Strange is gonna ground 
me." She trotted around the path to some stairs that led 
down to a patio with a large stone table. The patio was ringed 
with book cases. With a heavy sigh, she pulled a tome off a 
shelf, sprang up to the table, and lay down. She opened the 
book, reached for her pad and pen, and started sketching. 

* 

 Victor and Valeria strolled into the science center, 
through the layers of security and research, all the way back 
to Victor's private laboratory. They entered, and Valeria saw 
the suit of armor disassembled all over his primary 
workspace. 

 "Before breakfast this morning I got stuck," Victor said. 
"I've been handling diplomatic relations all day, but my heart 
was here." He picked up a hand welder, and stared down into 
the chest plate. "It is difficult to resist the urge to call Stark 
and ask him what to do. I want to build this one myself, 
though." 

 "Mind if I take a look?" Valeria asked airily. 

 Victor stared at her blankly for a moment. "I know you 
are well skilled in the arts of power armor, but you've never 
expressed an interest before." 

 "I've never been a master fiddler before either," she 
replied playfully, her eyes sparkling. "I'll take a look." 

 He graciously bowed and stepped aside, and she leaned 
over the armor. "What seems to be the problem?" she asked. 

 "The pack overheats in under a minute when I try to fly 
with it," Victor said. 

 She glanced over at him with a raised eyebrow. "Flight, 
really." 
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 He shrugged, unabashed. "Where we humans are 
physically deficient, we make tools," he said with a  smile. 

 "Very well, I'll take a look. Flight packs aren't my 
specialty. Hm. These carbon filament packs. Are they your 
heat sinks?" 

 "Yes," he said, enjoying the feel of leaning over the 
armor pressed against her arm, scenting her hair as they 
peered down. He got another thrill as his mind fully engaged 
in the work. 

 "And you've got the flat motors and reticulated 
configuration," she noted, checking the joints of the armor. 

 "Right," he said, "but I was working on the flight pack." 

 "So am I," she said. "If you switch to a magnesium 
transference converter, then you can connect the pack," she 
said, tapping the plastron, "to the joints, here. Then you can 
basically convert the exterior of the joint into miniature 
active heat sinks, drawing from the pack's core. If you 
insulate it properly, embed it in the armor, then you can also 
knock about ten percent off the suit's weight. And they'll get 
hot enough to be weapons, your joints will. Since you have to 
armor them anyway, might as well make the most of it." She 
smiled brilliantly. 

 He blinked. "Of course," he said under his breath as his 
intellect took the notion and swiftly worked through the 
implementation. "Of course!" he said louder, and he turned 
to her with a triumphant grin. "Astonishing! You take a 
minute, look my armor over, and not only increase the 
effectiveness but shave ten percent off the overall weight!" 
His eyes shone as he took her in. Somehow the smudge of 
campfire smoke on her cheek made her three times more 
beautiful. He drew her into an embrace. 

 She gently hugged him back, tucking her face into the 
hollow of his shoulder. For a long moment they held each 
other, then he stood back.  
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 "To celebrate," he said, "let's go have supper at 
Meneché's place!" 

 "That," Valeria said, "is a wonderful idea." 

 

 The restaurant was packed by the time supper was ready; 
Victor and Valeria were famous cooks. As the patrons dined, 
they left the kitchen to thunderous applause. 

 "Please," Meneché pleaded, "play for us!" 

 "Not tonight," Victor said, his eyes gleaming. "Tonight I 
do not wish to play. I would rather dance," he said, extending 
his hand to Valeria. A cheer went up through the assembly, 
and Latveria being what it was, there were a number of 
fiddlers with instruments near at hand. 

 They began a traditional reel, and Victor and Valeria 
began the traditional dance. Their eyes were playful, and 
Valeria pushed the tempo. The attentive fiddlers sped up, 
and Victor's teeth flashed white as he grinned. Their hands 
touched as they turned, their footwork perfect. They clapped, 
changed direction, eyes not leaving the other. The crowd was 
clapping in tempo, and the tempo sped up. Still the pair 
twirled, circled, clapped, and stepped. 

 When the dance was done, they bowed to each other, not 
breaking eye contact. Then Victor stood and bowed to the 
assembly. The rafters on the old restaurant struggled to hold 
in the mirth of the room. 

 Victor stopped, his smile fading. A man pushed through 
the crowd. 

 "Yes, Dine?" Victor said, and the room quieted. 

 "M'Lord," the pale young squire said, "your mother. She 
is dying." 

 

 The dying gypsy screamed and squalled, her wasted form 
thrashing, a terrible light in her eyes. 
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 "Perhaps you'd better go," Victor said apprehensively to 
Valeria. She nodded, and stepped back out through the door. 
The crone immediately quieted, her blackened tongue 
protruding slightly as she panted like a cat. 

 The room stank of filth and disease, high in a tower in 
the palace. Victor dropped to one knee, clutching the icy cold 
hands of his mother. She glared into his eyes, a deep light in 
her gaze sparking with prophecy or madness. 

 "Victor," she managed to gurgle out through lungs that 
could barely pull air over the swamp of her disease. 

 "I am here, Mother," he replied in Romany. 

 "Lose… her…" the crone struggled. Her body was dying, 
only her will kept animation in her eyes, her grip. Her will 
was frighteningly strong. "Lose… her… or I will… not… 
rest… easy…" 

 "Mother," he said, pain lacing his words. "I cannot." 

 Her face twisted in a spasm of rage or fear. Then the 
light in her eyes died. She hissed as she lay back on the bed, 
then her throat rattled unpleasantly. 

 Victor did not need the opinion of the doctors that 
hovered behind him. 

 He closed his eyes and bowed his head, holding the chilly 
claw to his chest. "Mother," he whispered. 

 

 It was not long afterwards that Victor emerged from the 
room and wandered a short distance down the stairs, 
absently rubbing his hand with a handkerchief. He stepped 
out on the first balcony he came to, unsurprised to see 
Valeria leaning against the railing gazing up at the stars, 
hugging herself. She turned to him, her eyes uncertain and 
sympathetic. 
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 "Valeria," he said, hardly recognizing his own voice. "The 
last thing between us is gone." He turned from her, gazed up 
at the stars, gathered strength from them. She waited. 

 "I have escaped an ancient curse, and my mother is no 
longer my responsibility," he said softly. "I swear this is the 
last time. On the strength of my land and the honor of my 
family, I swear it." He turned to her, eyes solemn. "Valeria," 
he said. He sank to one knee before her. "Please. Marry me. 
Be my queen." 

 Valeria felt dizzy. The celebrations of the Rom, the thrill 
of the dance, the cold starry night pouring the light of a 
thousand suns down, the deep scent of the trackless woods 
that the breeze over the lake carried to her on the balcony; 
she could hardly feel herself in a rush of sensation. And as 
she looked into Victor's eyes, she suddenly realized she never 
wanted it to end. 

 "Victor," she said, barely able to speak. "I will." 

 They clasped each other, suddenly, almost greedily, each 
taking strength from the arms of the other. When they 
kissed, it was deeply passionate. Time fell out of synch, and 
in a way that moment was locked into both of them with 
unbreakable bonds of remembrance. 

* 

 Book forgotten on her lap, Illyana sniffled as she gazed 
down into the scrying pool. "Aw geez," she managed. "That 
is so sweet." She slapped the book shut. "Okay, nine hour 
time difference. It's almost eleven there, so Strange should be 
at work. I wonder if I should tell him." She pondered that for 
a moment, then grinned. "Damn straight I should tell him." 
She gestured, and her pool went dark. 

 A stepping disk flared around her, pale darkness 
wreathed in unhallowed flame. It deposited her in the file 
room of Strange's office, the same place she always used. She 
clattered out, forgetting her feet were still twisted into cloven 
hooves and fetlocks. 
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 "Strange," she gasped. He turned from his computer, an 
eyebrow raised. "Victor just proposed to Valeria--again--but 
this time she said yes!" Illyana was about to pop. 

 Strange leaned back in his chair, a distant and pleased 
look in his eye. Then he looked over at the phone. Then up 
at Illyana. 

 "So… you have been giving them some privacy, yes?" he 
asked as an eyebrow raised. 

 Illyana threw her hands up. "I can give you proof I've 
been studying if you want to sit through the iterations of 
Vishanti runic set variations of the eight ages they were 
used," she said. 

 "Fantastic idea," Strange said, settling in his chair 
attentively. "Go on." 

 Just then the phone rang. Illyana grinned broadly as 
Strange picked it up. 

 "Hello, Valeria, always good to hear from you," Strange 
said. He paused for a moment. "Really? That's fantastic. I'm 
delighted for you both." 

 "Speakerphone!" Illyana mouthed as she mimed pushing a 
button. Strange primly ignored her. 

 Illyana rolled her eyes and scampered over to the other 
phone, picking it up and conferencing in. Strange sighed. 
Illyana got in on it-- 

 "was Victor's idea to ask you to give me away at the 
ceremony," Valeria said on the crisp international 
connection. "He wanted to be sure he could get you here." 

 "I would be delighted," Strange said. "Illyana has joined 
us, by the way." 

 "Illyana!" Valeria said. "I’m engaged!"  

 Illyana let out a whoop and did a happy dance. 
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 "Do you want to be my bridesmaid?" Valeria asked. 
Illyana just about swooned. 

 "Yes yes yes!" she replied. "Latveria, here I come!" 

 "When is the wedding?" Strange asked. 

 "Three days from now. We'll get you the details. It's not 
like you have to make plane reservations," Valeria said archly. 
"There's just one groomsman, maybe Illyana can bring him. 
Piotr. Is he available?" 

 "I'll see to it," Illyana said. "Whoah, I'm the ONLY 
bridesmaid?" 

 "Fraid so," Valeria chuckled. 

 Illyana squeaked. 

 Strange smiled. "We'll be in touch. Congratulations once 
more," he said. 

 "Strange," Valeria said. "Thanks. Just… for everything." 

 "It was the least I could do," the Sorcerer Supreme said, 
and he hung up the phone as Illyana spun, getting all tangled 
up in the phone cord and barely noticing. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

May 6 

 The next morning, Victor and Valeria were dressed 
casually seated at a table on the parapet of the castle. From 
here they could see down to the village at the castle base, the 
lake, the forests. Also, they were unlikely to be disturbed. A 
lovely crisp day surrounded them; the trees had just begun to 
turn from verdant green to the flaring assortment of colors 
that made the mountains awash in shifting smokeless blaze. 

 "We'll get a Rom elder to do the ceremony," Victor 
noted, scribbling with his fountain pen on his notepad. 
Valeria nodded. 
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 "I would prefer to have no more than ten people at the 
ceremony itself," Valeria said. "I know we'll have to have a 
big party afterwards, but I'd rather not be gawked at too 
much taking the vows." 

 "Fair enough," Victor shrugged. "So we get five each." 
She nodded. "Where to spend the honeymoon?" 

 "Where but here?" she asked, gazing into his eyes. He 
smiled. 

 "Where indeed. You are right, of course." 

 Just then a disk flared, and in its wake was Illyana. She 
pounced over and hugged Valeria tightly, then stood straight. 
"One of the best parts of being a wizard's apprentice is the 
paid leave," she said with a grin. "I'm here to help with the 
wedding!" 

 "Downstairs," Victor said with merry eyes. "They are 
working on the decorations. They could use your assistance." 

 "You bet," Illyana said. "And if you need errands run, 
anywhere in the world, I'm your girl." She grinned, dropped a 
curtsey, and jogged towards the stairs. She had remembered 
to put on feet before coming to Latveria. 

 She followed the spiraling stairs down, down, down. 
Then she came out in the main hall. She stopped short. 

 The air smelled spicy, and there were dozens of women 
hauling in baskets of flowers and beginning to arrange them. 
An old woman saw her, cackled, and gestured her over. Then 
she pointed at a girl that was finishing a complex ring of 
flowers. 

 The girl looked up and rattled something off in Romany.  

 "Sorry," Illyana said, shaking her head. The girl nodded. 

 "I Em'ly," she said. "You help flower?" 

 "Just show me what to do," Illyana said with a grin. 
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 Valeria was a young woman in love. She languorously 
stretched, then whirled through the sky over the lake, 
zooming down to brush lightly against the surface with her 
fingertips. The morning was over, the afternoon beginning, 
broad daylight in full view of hundreds. She slowly turned 
over as she flew, enjoying the wild sensation of her secrecy 
falling away. 

 She wondered if anyone in the world had ever been as 
happy as she was in that moment. 

 

 Victor strolled into his state office. "Compile a list, an A 
list, B list, and C list of those with whom we have had 
diplomatic relations. Include corporations and private 
individuals worthy of note. Inform them that I'm taking a 
wife, all the usual pleasantries. For the announcements, I'd 
like to see four templates to choose from in the next hour. 
We'll get those out today, should be in their hands by 
tomorrow and I don't care where they live. Why are you all 
just gawking?" 

 "Sir?" one of his aids said uncertainly. "It's been done. 
Your fiancée ordered it." 

 "Oh," Victor said, hesitating in the doorway to his 
personal office in the division. "Well." he stopped. "Good," 
he said with a bit of a smile. "Clearly I don't need to." He 
blinked twice, then smiled broadly. "I'll be in tomorrow 
then." He turned and left. 

 Boris met him in the hallway. "All is prepared at the 
gravesite," he said, his slow voice rolling out of him like 
distant thunder. Victor nodded, setting his jaw. 

 "Good," he said. "I really do need to attend to this." 

 "The people have not been invited," Boris reminded him. 

 Victor shook his head helplessly. "I haven't the heart to 
invite them," he said. "I loved my mother," he added, looking 
up at Boris with tears in his eyes. "I wish… we could… I…" 
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 Boris nodded sagely. "Come," he said. "Let us put her to 
rest." 

 

 Victor touched her leathery face. It was composed, 
serene, in death. Still there were deep lines of mistrust, fear, 
anger, and bitterness carved into her map of wrinkles. Her 
flesh was cool to the touch. Victor stepped back as the casket 
was closed. The priest read a litany in Latin as the body was 
lowered into the ground. 

 "Goodbye, mother," Victor whispered. 

 He stayed, motionless, until the last spade of dirt had 
been turned over the grave. 

 Boris had a chair brought, and the young grieving king 
waited a bit longer. Everyone else left, so he could have 
whatever private conversation he needed to. 

 It was almost evening before he left. But the chair 
remained. 

 

 The stallion's stride stretched out, and Victor felt 
exhilaration of the powerful body moving beneath him, the 
skill the horse had in responding to his commands, the 
whistling wind and thundering hoofbeats. The countryside 
whipped past; much slower than in a car or motorcycle, but 
this was all life, with no machines; muscle, flesh, bone, reflex, 
and Victor guided their flight across the land. 

 A blur passed him, he saw Valeria flying faster than the 
fastest horse could run. He caught a flash of her smile as she 
paced him, then she whooshed further ahead.  

 Victor reined in the horse, pulling off to the side of the 
road. The horse obeyed. A moment later, Valeria zoomed 
back and touched down gently, dust whirling behind her as 
she got out of the way. 
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 "I'm glad to see you handled the invitations," Victor said 
with a small smile. "Thank you." 

 "You're welcome," she replied. "I also made 
arrangements for food and drafted the most reasonable guest 
lists. I'm really excited about this." She grinned. 

 "That is most gratifying," Victor said, his smile growing. 
He watched her curiously. "What changed your mind, after 
all?" 

 "Time," she replied, turning to look over the crest of the 
hill and down the wooded slope. The lake glinted at the 
bottom of the valley. "I saw the potential of this land the first 
time I came, and it called to me. But I was afraid." She 
turned and looked him in the eye. "I'm not afraid anymore. 
This place accepts me for who and what I am. Finally, I don't 
have to hold back to make everyone else comfortable. I can 
be who I am at last." 

 Victor nodded. "And what's next?" he asked. 

 "Languages," she breathed. "I'm going to learn them all. I 
found your resources, your notes. That will serve as a good 
starting point. Travelling will be, if you'll excuse the 
expression, a breeze," she added mischievously.  

 She cocked her head. "They're calling for us, back at the 
palace," she said. 

 "I'll return once my horse has rested," Victor said, patting 
the horse's neck. "I think he might have stepped on a stone." 

 She laughed, then sprang into the air and swept him out 
of the saddle. They soared; she whispered to him: "The horse 
is safe, he knows the way back." In the time it took her to say 
that they were nearly back, and seconds later they descended 
into the courtyard of the palace. 

 Boris approached with a tremendous smile. "Majesty," he 
beamed. "Margali of the Winding Way has agreed to officiate 
our ceremony!" 
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 "That's fantastic!" Victor said, surprised. He turned to 
Valeria. "Will you see to my horse please?" 

 "Sure," she nodded, and she took to the skies again. 

 Victor turned back to Boris. "Make all arrangements. Be 
sure she will be properly welcomed, and comfortable." 

 "Yes sir," Boris nodded, and Victor dismissed him. The 
king turned and crossed the courtyard, mounted the steps, 
climbing the long and wending route to the parapet. He was 
alone and lost in thought. 

 He looked out over his kingdom, a curious smile on his 
face. 

 "Ironic," he murmured. "That I should choose now to be 
petty." He shrugged the feeling off. "It will pass." 

 

 It was not much later when Valeria drifted up and joined 
him on the parapet. "The Rom are looking for you," she said. 
"They know your visiting dignitaries left, and they were 
wondering if you'd join them tonight." 

 He smiled to himself. "That would certainly break the 
monotony of dealing with visiting dignitaries," Victor 
chuckled. "I will come. I'll need to get ready." He looked to 
the west, to the sun sinking behind the mountain. "I'll be 
there soon." 

 She nodded with a sparkle in her eye. "I'll see you there," 
she said, and she casually dropped off the parapet, falling 
freely and then flying. 

 

 After an hour it was full dark, and the king of Latveria 
was dressed as a gypsy and approaching the edge of their 
firelight. A cheer went up as he walked among them, and he 
bowed graciously. Dinner was swift and surreal; Victor 
forgot his age, for he had been in this circle since he was a 
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boy. For the first time it occurred to him that he might be 
here as an old man as well. He felt vaguely disoriented. 

 After the meal it was time for the dancing, and a hush 
spread across the eager camp as Valeria stood and gracefully 
picked up a fiddle. She tuned it swiftly and surely, then made 
eye contact with Victor. She began to play, and the camp fell 
silent as they recognized the tune. Victor smiled, stood, 
moved to the open area and began to dance. For she was 
playing the tune he had played for her, the first night she had 
been in the circle. And she was playing it with more skill than 
he had. 

 So, for her, he danced. He spun and clapped, his feet 
moved through the ancient dance that she had not known as 
the music moved her. He wondered if by this time next year 
she would master the dance as well. His eyes met hers, 
sparkling with campfire light, and he realized how unearthly 
she really was as the familiar tune engulfed him. 

 He let it, he let the night and the fire and the food and 
the glittering eyes that surrounded him bear him up, lose him 
in the dance. He moved to her music, and he felt his 
mortality so strongly he could taste it, he could smell it on his 
skin. He danced alone, as she once had. But as he twirled, he 
felt heavy. He could not fly. 

 The reel drew to an end, and he halted smartly, and a 
roar of approval went up from the camp. He smiled at them, 
chest heaving with the exertion of the dance. Two days. Two 
days and he would be wed. He met Valeria's eyes, and they 
sparkled with amusement as she nodded to him. He took an 
elaborate bow. 

 

May 7 

 Morning sunlight poured through the tall and wide 
windows. Victor stood before a mirror stand, a tailor 
checking his measurements anew to be sure that his wedding 



 

   109 

suit fit flawlessly. Lawyers were gathered around as Victor 
was fitted. 

 "Your Majesty," one said cautiously, "if she inherits the 
kingdom when you die, then… then there's no telling how 
long she will rule. She may be immortal, sire." 

 He nodded. "There is no greater gift I can give my 
people than to give them an ageless monarch, to spare the so 
far fortunate kingdom from the shocks and blunders of 
short-lived rulers wanting to leave their mark." 

 "But Sire," another interjected, "we have heard that she is 
not… not human. If you don't produce an heir--" 

 He impatiently waved that off. "I trust her. She 
understands the beauty of what we have here. Finish the 
documents. I command it." And he nodded to the tailor, 
who was just finishing. "I've got some other business to tend 
to. See to it that I am not disturbed." The room was tense 
until the door closed behind him. 

 Boris met him in the hall. "Walk with me, Boris," Victor 
said. Victor tread the hallway at a good pace, but Boris's long 
legs helped the old man keep stride easily. 

 "Short sighted, the people surrounding me can't see the 
long view. I could choose no better successor for myself. I 
don't even have to choose a child with potential, Valeria is 
fully grown and developed." He shook his head. "It is hard, 
choosing an heir. Something that I foolishly ignored when I 
was still under the curse of my family, to die young. I believe 
I faced that curse in the Veil of Dreams, and defeated its 
avatar. A heart attack almost killed me, but I survived, Boris. 
I am the first to do so in hundreds of years." 

He glanced over at his silent companion. "But I am 
troubled. With the curse broken, I feel my mortality settle 
over me as a shroud. Before I always knew I would burn out 
and die young. Now?" They walked in silence down the 
corridor. "Now I fear that I will live to dotage. That is much, 
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much worse." He shook his head and shrugged the mood 
off. 

 "Valeria will be good for you," Boris rumbled. "She will 
help you find your life." 

 "Yes, yes of course," Victor murmured. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 Valeria stepped into Victor's personal lab, looking 
around. "Victor?" she called. He wasn't there. She saw his 
armor laid out on the slab, and she strolled over and checked 
his progress. She smiled to herself, touching it, then her smile 
faded slightly. She shook the feeling off, then noticed that he 
had left the vault unsealed. 

 She crossed the room and looked into the vault. One wall 
had several rows of helmets on it. Some were serene faces, 
others snarls, some human, some like medieval armor.  

 She heard Victor come in, and she turned. He glanced 
around, saw her at the vault. "Ah, hello my dear," he said, 
approaching. "You have found my helmets." 

 "Yes. Why so many?" she asked as he joined her. 

 "They are not finished, the armor is not finished." He 
sighed. "I have not yet chosen a design, because the helmet is 
so crucial. It is the demeanor, your face while you are in the 
armor. I do not feel myself to be more than a journeyman 
apprentice yet; my helmet will mark my graduation." 

 She smiled at him brilliantly. "You are so clever!" she said. 
"I love that about you." He nodded gracefully. She blinked. 
"I came to find you to talk about the guest list," she said. 
"On my side, I wanted Illyana and Piotr Rasputin, Stephen 
Strange, Doug Ramsey, and if she can be found, the ninja 
woman Lock." 

 "Not Logan?" Victor asked.  
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 She smiled, a bit pained. "Not Logan. I figured you 
would bring Boris, and Venchyk and Kayshak, ministers of 
Diplomacy and the Interior. And Madame Ruskaya, the 
brujah of the caravan in town right now. If you bring 
Misheva, you'll have a Rom storyteller who can spread the 
tale of the wedding to everyone with sufficient drama." 

 "Sounds flawless," Victor said. "But you might need to 
designate a stand-in so if Lock can't be found you'll have 
your five." 

 "I am content with four," she shrugged. "If she cannot 
be found. I have sent word out through all the channels I can 
think of. If she's close to the surface she should see my 
invitation." Valeria grinned at him. "I'm going to get your 
wedding present this afternoon." 

 "That's not necessary," Victor laughed. "I'm giving you 
half of Latveria, and you're giving me the benefit of your 
otherworldly beauty, talent, and ability! There is no need of 
gifts, only rings. For to me the vitality of our wedding is that 
you and I will be together for all time." 

 "A ring, then," she said. She flexed then shook her hands, 
ridding them of tension. "Tomorrow night," she said, and 
she laughed a bit nervously. "This is a big step." 

 "Just don't back out on me," Victor said with a smile. 
"Until Strange gets here, there's nobody that can keep you 
from fleeing." 

 They smiled at each other. 

* 

 The afternoon was waning when Boris found Victor. 
"Sire," he intoned, "Margali of the Winding Way has arrived! 
She has been given the traditional gifts, but she awaits the 
presence of the ruler and his betrothed." 

 "Has Valeria been summoned?" Victor asked. Boris 
nodded. "Good," Victor said. "Let's go." 
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 They reached the courtyard at the same time, seeing a 
battered rv parked haphazardly in the courtyard. Others were 
out in the town; a caravan always accompanied Margali. 

 The old toothless woman sat on a seat the servants had 
brought for her, and she turned her sleepy gaze on the 
couple. She smiled, her wrinkles swept up like a curtain 
before a play. 

 "Bout time," she said in Romany. "I've been working my 
way here for three months. I was beginning to wonder if you 
were going to accept," she said to Valeria. 

 "I greet you in the name of the von Dooms and welcome 
you to Latveria," Victor said in her language with a sweeping 
bow. 

 "Welcome, may your stay be good to you," Valeria 
added, also in Romany. 

 "Tonight," Boris said, "we celebrate your arrival, and the 
last night before the betrothed are made one." 

* 

 As they entered the flickering firelight, Victor wondered 
if he had ever left. This time there were more of the Rom, 
packed in, a number of campfires. Already the party was 
raucous and exuberant, for many of these wanderers had not 
seen each other in years. The engaged couple wasted no time 
in finding Margali's fire, the biggest bonfire. There, the 
festivities had already begun in earnest by full dark. 

 It was not long before the assembly demanded that they 
play. They scooped up borrowed fiddles, both of them 
swiftly tuned, with Margali watching in the background. 
Valeria's eyes were playful; Victor realized she was going to, 
for the first time, play a duet with the influence that had 
started her down this path. He felt his hands shake; 
performance anxiety had never bothered him before. He 
grimaced a smile to himself as he realized he had never been 
so swiftly overtaken by a self-taught student (or any other 
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student) before. He wondered if his teachers felt this way 
performing before him. 

 They began to play. He chose to start with a basic tune, 
the one she had played when she first revealed she'd taken up 
study of the fiddle. She nodded, her eyes glinting with 
something like a competitive playfulness. She wove a tune 
around it as he had woven one around hers, and for a time 
they played together, the songs seamlessly wailing and 
crooning through each other. 

 Now that they were playing together, Victor realized she 
had surpassed him significantly. He felt his hands tremble, 
sweat drop into his eyes, but she played cool and collected 
and amused. He misstepped, the tune veered off, and he 
caught a spark of anger in her eyes just briefly. Then she 
adjusted and compensated for him, and the tune went on to 
its end. 

 They bowed to the cheering assembly. Victor stood, and 
said clearly, "Thank you for your hospitality. I am afraid I am 
fatigued and must go rest. I'll need all my strength 
tomorrow," he said with a grin, giving them something they 
could understand. They cheered as he left their circle. 

 He wiped his brow as he stepped into the cool breath of 
the night, away from the noise and heat. He heard Valeria 
strike up a tune, and the people began once more to clap the 
rhythm as she showed them everything she had learned. He 
realized her fingers would never get sore from fiddling. 

 "Margali wishes to see you," said a small child that 
approached Victor. He looked up, surprised and a bit wary. 
Then he followed the child back to the rv vardo. 

 He opened the door of the rv that faced away from the 
campfire, and stepped in reverently. He was entering a hall of 
state every bit as grand as his own. But she had no 
geopolitical boundaries to her power, and no country save 
the road. He settled on a seat facing her; her eyes glinted in 
the dim as she watched him with shrewd interest. The 
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shadows of people dancing before the fire filtered through 
the windows, the whole room swayed and flickered as Victor 
waited to hear what she had to say. 

 "Do you love her?" the old crone asked suddenly. 

 "Yes," Victor said. "Yes of course. I've tried to get her to 
marry me since I first met her." He remembered with a small 
smile. 

 Margali nodded. "Does she love you?" she asked. 

 "Yes," he said again. "From the moment we met there 
was an electricity; two people, so alone, so right for each 
other." 

 "But now?" Margali pressed. 

 "Nothing has changed," he said simply. Then he 
hesitated, listening to himself. "No," he said slowly. "No, 
something has changed. But what?" he asked, puzzled, looking 
to the wise woman. 

 "She is more important than you are," Margali said. "That 
is what love means." She sat back, and that hung in the air 
between them for a long moment. Then her eyes drifted 
shut, and Victor understood he was dismissed. He left 
quietly, with a lot on his mind… 

* 

 Victor slowly tuned his fiddle under the blaze of stars, 
seated on the parapet where he could not easily be disturbed 
by well-wishers. Valeria drifted out of the sky and leaned on 
the battlements a short distance away. He looked up, and 
smiled a crooked smile. 

 Valeria looked up at the stars, and he did too. "When I 
first came here," she said with a wistful smile, "you were 
stuck to me like my shadow and I couldn't get rid of you. I 
agree to marry you and you start hiding from me!" 
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 "When you first came," he noted, "I felt it was my task to 
make sure you felt welcome." He smile broadened. "I'm 
reasonably confident I succeeded." 

 She glanced at his fiddle. "Sorry if I pushed you during 
our little duet. I wanted… I wanted to make a good 
impression on Margali." She hugged herself in the cool 
breeze of the parapet. "The Rom still make me a little 
nervous." 

 "With good reason," Victor said with a nod. "You are 
vulnerable to magic, aren't you." She looked at him, startled. 
He shrugged. "The Rom specialize in curses. The last thing 
you need is a curse on top of everything else." He smiled, his 
teeth white in the dimness of starlight. "I'm sorry about 
slowing you down at the camp. I've had trouble adjusting," 
he said, looking at the fiddle and plucking a string. "My 
mother died… and so a man has outlived his mother. That 
broke the curse if the Veil did not." He looked up at her, his 
face shadow, the stars glinting in his eyes. "I should have 
died, that heart attack was supposed to kill me. Sheer 
bloodymindedness is the only thing that pulled me through. 
So I'm on to the next phase of my life." He smiled ruefully. 
"Marriage, sharing a throne." 

 He stood, putting his fiddle down, and he stretched. He 
faced Valeria. "My whole life up to now was lived like there 
was no tomorrow, like today was all that mattered. So I never 
had anything to lose. Now? Now I have to adjust to a totally 
different way of life, a different way of looking at the future. 
If I have my whole life before me," he said quietly, "maybe I 
need to start thinking about saving something to deal with 
tomorrow." 

 Valeria stepped close to him and touched his lips with 
her cool finger. "The man I fell in love with was three times 
more alive than anyone else I had ever known," she said. She 
smiled at him gently. "Let tomorrow take care of itself." She 
kissed him lightly, then drifted off the parapet and dropped 
out of sight. 
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 Victor stood alone, contemplating. 

 The cool moonlight bathed the stone of his castle. 

 "Tomorrow," he mused. "This time tomorrow I'll be 
wed." 

 

May 8 

 Victor felt eyes upon him before he woke, and the 
pressure nudged him out of sleep. He blinked and looked up, 
then started. Margali stood by his bedside, watching him, 
patiently waiting. 

 "Your mother isn't happy at all," Margali noted. 

 Victor lay back and rubbed his eyes. "I know," he said. 
"She told me. But she's dead," he said, sitting up and not 
meeting Margali's eyes, "and Boris is alive, and Boris is thrilled 
out of his mind." Victor walked behind a dressing screen and 
swiftly prepared for the day. "The needs of the living are 
more important, and my mother truly wanted me to be 
happy. She's wrong about Valeria." 

 Margali shrugged. "Okay," she said. "Just thought I'd toss 
that out there. Gotta go get ready for tonight." 

 "Would you like breakfast?" Victor asked, walking 
around the screen fully dressed. 

He was alone. 

* 

 Victor met Piotr Rasputin in the dining hall. Piotr was a 
huge man, athletic, built like a wrestler. He had pale skin, a 
broad honest face, and trimmed black hair. He jumped out 
of his chair with an expansive spread of his arms when he 
saw Victor. 

 "My friend Victor!" Piotr said. "I have not seen you in 
forever, it seems!" 
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 Victor allowed himself to be hugged, then sat with the 
bulky Russian as servants placed food before him and refilled 
Piotr's portions. "So!" Piotr said, "Tonight is the big night! I 
am barely containing my excitement. You will have to be 
careful with her," he added with a grin. "I once angered her 
and she backhanded me for a kilometer through the sky 
before I hit the ground. By the time I returned, the battle was 
over!" 

 Victor nodded at him and wondered if he should have 
taken his breakfast in his room. Illyana trotted in, and a 
servant brought her breakfast as well. "Mornin peeps!" she 
said with a grin. "Valeria made her wedding dress last night. 
It is fabulous. I was so excited, Valeria made my dress too! 
Between the two dresses it took her like an hour." 

 "Did she get the ring?" Piotr asked his little sister with 
interest. 

 "Oh yeah," Illyana said. "But that's a secret. How about 
Vic's ring?" 

 Victor smiled to himself. "I've had it for a month, 
thought it took longer to commission it. Do not worry. She 
will get the ring at the ceremony. And that's the first time I'll 
see her today," he added with satisfaction. "Now if you will 
excuse me, I have much to do." He stood, his breakfast 
barely touched. 

 Piotr finished his off with startling gulps, then stood as 
well. "Perhaps I can accompany you and assist?" he asked 
eagerly. "I am your groomsman after all, and this is your 
wedding day!" 

 "Very well," Victor said, nothing if not graceful. "See you 
later," he said to Illyana. He left. 

 Piotr and Victor walked down the hallway, and Victor 
glanced over at the big Russian. "You know," he said, "I'm 
just going to my lab. Do some tinkering. I've got…" He 
glanced around conspiratorially, and Piotr did too. The two 
men leaned closer together. "I've got nerves," Victor said. 
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"Imagine! Me! Nervous! But there it is. I want to play with 
my toys, see if I can build something, settle myself. It's… 
boring," he said seriously. 

 Piotr took him seriously. 

 Victor watched the Russian watching him, and 
imperceptibly sighed. "Why don't you go see if the 
decorators could use your help with some of the heavy 
objects." 

 Piotr's face lit up. "Ah!" he said. "To me, there are few 
truly heavy objects." 

 "Excellent," Victor said. "Just go down the stairs at the 
end of the hall, can't miss them." 

 He watched the broad shoulders retreat, smiled slightly 
to himself, and headed for his lab. 

 

CHAPTER FOUR 

 Strange adjusted the cravat on his elegant sweep of white 
archaic tuxedo, complete with tails and gloves. He glanced 
over at Valeria. She was pacing the room, wringing her 
hands. 

 "Am I doing the right thing?" she asked no one in 
particular. Strange and Illyana made eye contact, and Illyana 
quietly left on an errand. Valeria didn't notice. 

 "Marriage is supposed to be permanent," Valeria mused, 
pivoting and continuing to pace. "Victor just isn't… durable. 
Is this worth the heartbreak of watching him grow old and 
die? I mean, what if I get trapped in this palace by nothing 
more substantial than an oath?" She looked over at Strange. 
"With you, after some rough territory at the beginning I grew 
accustomed to my freedom. But now, with marriage…" she 
shrugged helplessly. "What all does that oath cover really?" 

 "Valeria," Strange said, his voice calming, "if you love 
him and he loves you, then you can succeed." He picked up 
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his cane; black lacquer with an ivory grip. "Just remember to 
be gentle with him." 

 She snorted in a most unladylike fashion. "With him? He 
prodded me for a year to marry him. He was so obsessed 
with this marriage that he lost sight of everything else. He 
lives for me," she said, mock swooning. "He actually told me 
that. When I said yes, it rocked his world." 

 Strange nodded. "But," he said, "you must remember 
that he is still a man, after all, and before all else. This is 
something totally outside his experience. He may need time 
to adjust. He may make mistakes. Just be patient with him." 

 Valeria watched him suspiciously. "Do you know 
something I don't?" she asked. 

 Strange shrugged evasively. "Victor has always been the 
best student. He's always been the king. This may take some 
adjustment, learning to play second fiddle." 

 Valeria looked at him sideways. "Victor has an ego a tank 
couldn't dent. I've just been trying to catch up to him, that's 
all. I mean," she said, walking over and peering into the 
mirror, "I'm this Golden Fleece, this Holy Grail in his world. 
I'm on this pedestal. What if…" Her voice was very small. 
"What if I turn out to be less than he imagined? I'm not sure 
I could take that." 

 Strange nodded to himself. "As you are being strong," he 
said quietly, "don't forget to let him be strong in his own 
way." 

 Valeria looked over at him, puzzled. She shook her head. 
"I need to get ready," she said. 

 Strange nodded, and stood. "Good luck," he said, and he 
kissed her on both cheeks. Then he left her alone. 

 Valeria did not summon Illyana back right away. For the 
moment, her haunted reflection was company enough. 

* 
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 "Victor, my friend, it is time to get ready!" Piotr said as 
he entered Victor's lab. The place smelled of burned metal, 
friction, welding. Victor was hunched over his work bench. 

 "It has been hours, my friend. What are you doing?" 
Piotr asked as he approached.  

 Victor glanced up at him. "Making a mask," he said. "A 
helmet." He looked down at it. "For a journeyman. 
Sometimes you can't wait to be a master at something before 
you jump into it." His heart was racing, he breathed deeply to 
calm himself.  

 "I understand," Piotr said, sympathetically clapping him 
on the shoulder. "You must come up in the next twenty 
minutes. We are men, but there is still some time needed to 
prepare." He flashed very white teeth at Victor in a manly 
smile, then stumped out of the lab. 

 "Almost finished, after all," Victor said, his hands 
trembling. He picked up the mask; simple, the work of an 
apprentice, but functional. Its facial lines were angular, with 
rectangular slots for eyes and a slit for a mouth. 

 "It's a start," he murmured. 

 He left to prepare for his wedding. 

* 

 The marriage ceremony was a blur punctuated by 
moments. Outside, across the lake, there was an open 
amphitheater in the forest. It served as the cathedral for the 
wedding. 

 Illyana had been breathtakingly beautiful, her hair piled 
on her head and a subtle wash of makeup accenting her 
features. The excitement in her eyes had made them sparkle, 
giving her an almost unearthly radiance. She had worn a 
flowing green dress. Her brother had been the very picture of 
bravado and dashing ruggedness. His tuxedo had emphasized 
the squareness of his huge shoulders. The Rasputins had 
both been delighted to be in the wedding. 
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 Even Margali had made an effort to dress up; she had 
worn charms and sigils by the dozen, and a new dress. She 
had still been barefoot, her scraggly hair pulled up in a scarf. 
Her sleepy eyes had watched and waited for all the pieces to 
fall into place to begin her ceremonial duty. 

 The Latverian men beamed with pride and joy as Victor 
appeared, his hair still appearing tousled for all the care that 
had gone into its shaping. He had worn a pale suit in the 
Victorian style with a Romany sash for a belt. He had 
sported gloves, a cravat. He forsook his cane for the 
ceremony, though he had been pale and sweaty without it as 
he bore up under the stress of mingled fear and excitement. 

 Then Strange entered, resplendent in his vaguely arcane 
costume. And everyone turned once he was in place. 

 Drifting down from the sky, her veil and train swirling 
gently in the wind behind her, Valeria von Doom then 
descended to earth. Her chin-length hair had been restrained 
beneath a veil, but her blue eyes had blazed with an unearthly 
light as she touched down and approached. There had been 
no need for music, for the breeze in the trees had sent a 
rustling breath across the proceedings, and a few dead leaves 
then danced past as the awestruck assembly took in the 
moment. Truly, Valeria von Doom was more than human, 
containing power undreamed of in this realm. 

 The ceremony had been brief, and Margali had tied their 
hands together with her scarf. They exchanged rings, a scene 
that those assembled would never forget. 

 "For you," Victor whispered, and from his coat he drew a 
silver ring. He slipped it on her finger, and as she examined it 
she realized somehow he had found a ring her size shaped 
from adamantium. Her eyes brimmed with tears as she gazed 
into his deep eyes; "Lasting," he whispered, "the ring is as my 
love. It will never perish." He had kissed her hand. 
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 And she presented him with her ring; gold, with a 
peculiar twisting skin. He studied the ring as she slipped it on 
his finger, then looked at her in surprise. 

 "Your hair," he whispered, for she had woven a strand of 
her hair through the soft gold. She smiled at him, and a tear 
rolled down her cheek. She took his hand in both of hers and 
kissed his knuckles. 

 The rest was a heady memory, touched on in time and 
then lost. The celebration afterwards was legendary, even by 
Latverian standards. All the fireplaces of the Great Hall 
roared with flame, the dais was packed with luminary 
individuals. The party spilled out of the Hall and across the 
grounds of the Palace, all the way to the shade-dappled valley 
crowded with the vardo of the many Romany clans that 
flocked to the event. 

 The time honored rituals of the cake cutting, the garter 
toss, and the bouquet toss were all observed. A pushy 
Latverian woman beat Illyana to catching the flowers, Piotr 
towered over all the others and caught the garter, and not a 
single photograph was taken over the course of the entire 
event. 

 It was well after dark, long after Illyana and Piotr toasted 
von Doom's health, when Victor stood. 

 "That will do!" he announced with a wide smile. "Enjoy 
yourselves! I must retire." He took Valeria's hand, and the 
couple left. As they did, Valeria met Strange's eyes. He was 
surprised to see an almost combative amusement in her 
glance; then she was gone. A page approached him. 

 "From the Lady," the page said. "A gift." He handed 
Strange a package. Strange opened it. 

 Within was a simple pair of steel-rimmed glasses. No 
note was needed. 

 Strange tucked them into his coat, thoughtful. 
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 Later, he stood and found Illyana, leading her outside to 
the cool autumn night. 

 "Whassup, boss?" she asked, a bit heady with wine. 

 "We need to talk," Strange said with a gesture, clearing 
her head. She blinked, and nodded. "It's Valeria. I'm… I'm 
concerned. Something's off," he said, shaking his head, "and 
I can't put my finger on it." 

 "You get a lot of that," she said. "Makes you a drag at 
parties." She grinned, then saw his expression and stopped 
grinning. 

 "I want you to keep an eye on them. Discreetly," Strange 
said. "Not during their intimacies, of course. But over the 
honeymoon at least. I fear for them." 

 "You make it sound pretty serious," Illyana said, her 
expression troubled. 

 Strange nodded slightly, then turned. "Perhaps it's time 
you sent me home." She did. 

 Alone, she glanced around. She noticed the chill in the 
air, and she felt some of her master's discomfort. "Great," 
she muttered to herself. "I wonder if I'm going to have to be 
a partykiller when I'm a full fledged wizard." She turned and 
headed back to the party, no longer in the mood. 

* 

 Victor and Valeria von Doom drifted above the palace, 
suspended by nothing more visible than the moonlight. They 
gazed into each other's eyes, holding each other. 

 "For this moment was I born," Victor breathed. 

 "You make me feel as though coming to this dimension 
was not an accident," she whispered. 

 "Long ago, it seems, you caught me as I was falling," 
Victor murmured as he lost himself in her eyes. 
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 "You gave me a reason to fly," she replied. Gently, she 
kissed him. Passion kindled between them. 

 Their honeymoon began. 

 

May 15 

 A week later, Victor sat at the grand piano, his forehead 
lined with concentration as he focused on the sheet music. 
The Moonlight Sonata rolled out from under his fingers and 
left him with a jumble of missed notes. He ran his hands 
through his hair, then watched the page for a moment. He 
placed his fingers somewhat inexpertly, and attempted the 
piece once more. 

 Valeria came in from the next room, glanced over his 
shoulder, and then strolled over to the couch and seated 
herself. Both of them wore loose, flowing clothes. The music 
room was open to the crisp outside air, and the curtains blew 
with the fitful autumn breeze as Victor's playing slipped off 
the page and fumbled the notes once again. 

 "I've been re-thinking Latveria's stance," the queen said. 

 "Oh?" the king replied, turning from the piano to face 
her. 

 She shrugged. "If you don't mind my interrupting." 

 He smiled. "One of the difficult parts of being an 
excellent student is admitting ignorance and lack of skill. 
That must be done before true learning can continue. I am in 
the midst of that difficulty." 

 "Then let me spare you the torment," she said with a 
shrug, mostly joking. "I think it might be time to share what 
we have with the world. What reason do we have to keep my 
abilities and your remarkable country a secret? Why not go 
public, show your country off as a model, improve Latveria's 
international visibility? After all, the world would love to 
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know about a hidden paradise and their goddess queen," she 
said archly. She sighed as Victor watched her. 

 "You know," she said, "with Strange, he was always 
pushing me into the shadows. Always concerned with 
maintaining the status quo, that I should hold myself in and 
back down and not go for my full potential. He gave me 
these… these glasses so I would look mortal and no one 
would target me." She sighed. "You," she continued, 
warming Victor with her gaze, "you freed me, Victor. You 
unlocked me from that bondage, showed me a love I've 
never felt before. I think it's time to celebrate my freedom." 
Her smile was genuine. 

 Victor was slightly pale. "I once told you I would give up 
Latveria for you," he said. "I still would. But you love this 
place as much as I do. Valeria, the world… the world is full 
of crazy people. If we make Latveria more visible, more 
people would see her. And target this land, either for 
commercial development or resource exploitation, or at the 
very least an exclusive tourist location." He shook his head. 
"People hate what they do not understand. People would not 
understand Latveria. Human rights groups have targeted our 
practice of low technology and wage slavery before. I would 
not care to fight them off again. I really do not want to link 
your public ascendance with the degrading of Latveria. I 
don't think you do either." 

 Her smile had slowly faded. "Victor," she said, as though 
explaining something very simple, "I could protect Latveria. 
Don't get me wrong. You did a great job with what you had. 
But now I'm here. I'll see to it that nothing ever hurts these 
people, my people. You don't know… you can't know 
about… about my real history." 

 He moved over to sit next to her on the couch, she 
glanced out the window, then heaved a sigh. "In the world I 
came from… I hardly know how to begin to explain this. I 
feel a bit silly." 
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 "Don't," he said gently. "I've wanted to know this since I 
first lay eyes on you." His smile was disarming. 

 She took a deep breath. "My first reliable memories come 
from being rescued by a bloody castle, from the clutches of a 
dark god, by Victor von Doom." She looked into his eyes, 
and saw the shock registered there. "That Victor von Doom 
was older than you, perhaps twice as old. I never saw… I 
never saw his face. He was scarred. He was badly scarred," 
she added, and she looked away. "How do I describe this to 
you?" 

 He took her hand. "Try," he encouraged. "Simply begin." 

 

CHAPTER FIVE 

 She nodded. "Right. Well, this other Victor… he got in an 
argument with another scientist in his youth. Apparently, 
there was some argument over a formula, or a contraption. 
He was always oddly vague about this, I assume he was 
embarrassed. But he tried an experiment and it blew up, 
scarred him horribly. It's hard to tell what really happened 
after that, but he swore revenge and took on a mantle of 
power armor." She paled a bit, glanced at him. She tried to 
smile. "I imagine you'd do something rash if you met 
someone smarter than you," she said. 

 "Perhaps," he shrugged. "Go on." 

 "People tried to take Latveria from Doom," she said 
slowly. "He… he converted his palace to a castle, and he 
ruled with an iron fist. Made an army of machines to do his 
bidding. Conquered. Many times he almost controlled the 
entire earth, he was always thwarted if not defeated by a 
variety of enemies a man of his stature attracted. He was the 
only one… he was the only one who could preserve order in 
a world gone mad. He became a weapon, a weapon with an 
ego. His intellect and knowledge were staggering. He told me 
that when he came for me, to rescue me, he downloaded his 
mystic defenses into the armor's shield array to shrug off 
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magic attacks with the rest." She was lost in wonder for a 
moment. "He just mentioned it, offhand, passing on 
information. He was one of a kind." 

 Victor struggled to take it all in. "So… in this other 
reality… I was a dictator with fabulous technology at my 
fingertips, a maker of war?" 

 "Something like that," Valeria said, returning to the 
present. "That version of you taught me power armor, taught 
me martial arts, taught me mental and mystic defenses. He 
also prepared me to rule. I can run this country, Victor. I've 
done it before. And it would be easier now. The people in 
the other Latveria loved von Doom and they feared him as 
well; they loved him for he protected them from the chaos 
and feudal warfare in the outside world." 

 "One could say I protect these people from the same," 
Victor said with a crooked smile. 

 "You can't imagine what it was like," Valeria said 
dismissively. "Your life has been too easy." 

 Victor let that go. "Ruling in these times, in this place, 
requires more silk than steel." 

 "Only because you've chosen that route," Valeria said 
with a shrug. "If we were attacked I could defend our 
borders against anything the opposition engaged, including 
nukes. If aggressors made a move, we could annex some 
border territories to serve as a buffer zone. I know how it is 
done." 

 Victor leaned back, a faintly puzzled smile on his face. 
"Ironic. When you first came here, you disliked me because I 
seemed to you like an arrogant dictator. Yet that is what you 
propose we become?" 

 "It's not that simple," she said, slightly irritated. 

 "Becoming a state that has military concerns involves a 
military culture shift," Victor said, shaking his head. "I will 
not see the people of Latveria turned into a militia, nor will I 
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hire mercenaries. They are more dangerous to their 
employers than to their intended targets. Even in defense, I 
cannot support expansion and an influx of citizens." 

 Valeria stood and walked over to the window. Victor 
remained on the seat. She turned and looked at him, her 
expression cool. 

 "So the idea is that I can come in and help rule, as long as 
I don't change anything. Is that it? Tell me, Victor. Do the 
people love me because you told them to?" 

 "Of course not!" he said, aghast at the very idea. 

 "Right," she agreed. "They think I'm a goddess. But of 
course the King knows better, doesn't he?" 

 "Look," he said calmly, "I did run this country for a 
number of years before you arrived. I have learned from past 
mistakes. All tradition," he concluded quietly, "is not bad. 
Much of it is transmitted learning." 

 She hesitated, uncertain, and he closed in. Standing, he 
approached her and took her hand, gazing into her eyes. 
"Valeria. Perhaps I'm just jealous of sharing you with the 
world, but I don't think they have anything to offer that we 
can't find here, together. You will be invaluable helping me 
with the relations to the outside world, that's one of the 
many blessings you bring to our land. But the outside world 
is filled to the brim with insanity and corruption. Only here is 
our culture, our way of life, our love safe." 

 She let her eyes wander over him as though she had 
never seen him before. She quietly repossessed her hand 
from his grip. "I never thought you'd be afraid," she said. 
"You have changed." 

 "Have I?" he asked with a hint of a smile. "Have you?" 
He laughed. "Listen to us," he said. "Two people used to 
having our own way. We have some learning to do!" 

 She laughed with him. "If you'll excuse me," she said, 
"I've got some things to look after." 
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 "I'll see you tonight," he said, with all the considerable 
charm at his command. 

 She smiled at him somewhat fondly, and left the room. 

 Victor leaned against the windowframe and gazed out 
over the forest, lost in thought. 

* 

 At supper, Valeria looked up from her venison and 
cleared her throat. "Victor," she said as a servant refilled her 
glass, "how often do you rotate the contents of the sky 
museum?" 

 "Hm?" he replied. "Oh. I clear it out every now and then, 
change out contents, keep it relevant and interesting." He 
studied his venison as he carefully sliced it apart. 

 Her brow creased in irritation. "Well, where do you put 
the storage for the pieces not on display?" 

 "In storage," he replied. "Sometimes I trade with other 
museums. I am, after all, a patron of arts and sciences." He 
smiled warmly at her. 

 "I'm looking for one bit of space junk in particular," she 
said, unamused. "A rock." 

 "A rock," he said, studying his wine glass. "I'd try vault 
eight. That seems a likely place for such a thing. I have such 
an extensive collection," he said, glancing at her. "Hard to 
remember every bit of it." 

 "I'll look for it," she said confidently, and he detected 
relief in her voice. He returned his attention to his venison, 
but he didn't taste a bit of it. 

 

 It was hours later when Valeria found Victor in his lab. 
He was finishing the fittings inside the plastron of his armor. 

 "My King," she said. "You summoned me?"  
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 "It works!" he said with a broad smile. He picked up a 
small box the size of a lighter. "I suspected this ultrapitch 
would be on a frequency you could detect." 

 "I'd rather you not try it again," she said impatiently. "It's 
somewhat annoying." 

 "Sorry," he said. "I just thought this would be easier, a 
way for us to stay in touch. Anyway, I wanted to show you 
this flight pack. I think I've got it working, and I was 
wondering if you'd be the most beautiful parachute a test 
pilot ever dreamed of." He grinned mischievously. 

 She rolled her eyes. "Suit up," she said, and she couldn't 
help but echo his smile. "I think I can handle your weight." 

 

 A few minutes later the pair stood on a balcony. The 
flight pack was hefty, but not improbable. Victor adjusted 
the weight, then shot a nervous grin at Valeria. "Here we go," 
he said. And he leaped off the balcony. 

 The pack blasted to life, and his fall turned into a dip as 
he powered the armor up into a slow climb. Manipulating the 
controls on his glove, Victor turned the armor a bit clumsily 
to hang in the air, wobbling, facing Valeria as its engine 
roared. 

 He grinned, his hair whipping in the artificial wind of the 
jet pack's swirling air columns. Valeria laughed, and clapped 
her hands with amusement at the sight of him wavering in 
the air. He swayed back and forth, then powered into a slow 
turn. 

 Revving up, he hit the booster and blasted away from the 
palace, zooming at good speed. He watched the indicator on 
the control cuff; so far so good, everything in the green. 
Valeria paced him, flying on her back without any effort, 
laughing. He grinned, a fierce and competitive expression, 
then punched the maximum speed out of his pack. 
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 She easily caught and passed him, then flew in circles 
around him as bits of metal sprayed out the back of the 
whining pack. He redlined it, and the armor shook. Then the 
emergency shutdowns kicked in, the fire died, and Victor 
flew like a rock. 

 Valeria caught him, and for just a moment he saw 
something like pity in her brilliant blue eyes. She peeled the 
flight pack off the armor with a screech of metal, and 
dropped it into the lake far below. She held him at arm's 
length, then pulled him in close. 

 "Flying is too dangerous for mortals," she breathed. 
"Leave that part to me." She kissed him. 

 As she carried him back, he felt the clumsy weight of his 
armor chafe at him. 

* 

 "That is so cute," Illyana said, peering into her scrying 
pool. Demons surrounded the pool, all gazing in with their 
beady black eyes. Some of them had lashing tails as they 
watched the faraway scenes unfold. She sighed and kicked 
back on the cushion, the image faded, and the demons all 
looked up at her attentively. 

 ""And now a word from our sponsors," Illyana said. "No 
more tv until you get the Sorceress some popcorn! Move it!" 
A couple demons scampered off after popcorn. 

 She sighed. "Popcorn somehow tastes better when it's 
popped near lava," she mused to one of the demons. It let 
out a gravelly purr as she scratched the back of its neck. 
"Why can't Strange always give me such easy homework?" 

 

May 16 

 Sunday morning in Latveria was a time of rest. Victor 
woke slowly, the sun still low in the sky and illuminating the 
bedroom in a peculiar glow. He smiled as he felt the fan of 
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hair on his pillow, the warm body of his queen sleeping 
quietly next to him. He closed his eyes and breathed her in. 

 She stirred, and yawned. Then she drew him into an 
embrace as she dozed. Some time passed as she slowly woke. 

 "I couldn't find it in vault eight," she said quietly. 

 "Hardly a chipper 'Good morning'," Victor said. She 
propped herself up on one elbow and looked him in the eye. 

 "Valeria," he said gently, "I am not your enemy. The rock 
is stored somewhere safe." 

 She was instantly wide awake. "What?" she said in a hard 
voice. "You knew?" 

 "Yes," he said, not moving, not looking at her. "I 
deduced it from your reaction in the museum, confirmed the 
test while you were healing from the claw injury. What is it 
called?" 

 She rolled out of bed and snatched her robe, dressing as 
she controlled her fury. "It's called kryptonite," she said 
through gritted teeth. She pulled her hair back out of her face 
and struggled to calm her breathing. "Give it to me. It's the 
only sample I've seen in this world. If you tested it you know 
what it will do to me if it gets in the wrong hands." 

 "In this world?" Victor said, looking at her. His eyes were 
unreadable. 

 "Where I come from there's a rainbow of death for my 
kind," she said. "All different colors of kryptonite. It's the 
one thing I can't work around." 

 "Except when it's in lead," Victor said softly. 

 She felt as though the breath had been knocked out of 
her. Quickly, she scanned the room with her more 
penetrating vision. She immediately saw the lead container 
worked into the bedpost of the bed. 

 "This?" she snarled. She tore the top half of the bedpost 
off, snapped it until she had just the lead cylinder. "Here?" 
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she shook with anger as she popped its latch. It opened, and 
she felt the wave of green nausea punch through her belly. 
She staggered, dropping the canister. 

 "Are you mad?" Victor gasped, rolling out of the bed and 
grasping the canister, snapping it shut. "What d'you think 
you're doing!" 

 "In our wedding bed," she hissed. She snatched the canister 
from him. "Victor, what are you thinking? Are you insane?" 
She turned her back on him and ran to the window, howling 
fury. She threw herself off the balcony; her returning powers 
of flight unsteadily bore her up, away from the palace as 
Victor rushed to the balcony. 

 "Forgive me!" he shouted. "Let me explain!" 

 She didn't look back. A few seconds later she regained 
her speed and vanished into the horizon as Victor fell to his 
knees, unable to weep. 

 

CHAPTER SIX 

 The door to Dr. Strange's office at the Planetary 
magazine headquarters banged open. Valeria stormed in. 
"Strange," she said. "We need to talk." She turned and 
stalked out. Strange stood, shrugged on his coat, and 
followed with a nod to his staff to carry on. 

 They reached the street, walking amid crowds that 
provided them with all the privacy they could ask for. 

 She brandished the cylinder. "In here," she snapped. 
"Victor had kryptonite." 

 "Really," Strange said with a sage nod. "What's that?" 

 "A chunk of the destroyed planet Krypton. My people's 
home world. It's deadly to me, to anyone like me. It drains 
me, poisons me, and kills me. Victor figured it out and he got 
some." She crossed the street without looking, and Strange 
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kept pace. "There's a fair amount in the world I come from, 
but this is the only piece I've found here." 

 Shortly afterwards they reached Strange's house. "I'll take 
a look," he said. "Why don't you stay down in the kitchen." 
They entered the house and parted ways. 

 She paced in the kitchen, unable to escape the churning, 
knife twisting feeling in her gut that she wished was an 
aftereffect of the kryptonite. "Victor," she hissed, so angry 
she felt a lump of tears in her throat. "You bastard." 

 

 Strange was not gone long. "Most of it is gypsum," he 
said. "Only a marble sized bit of it is alien. I know of this 
substance. I know it as warpstone. It is a highly unstable 
mystic medium that unravels all order with a deep chaos 
magic. Causes mutations, powers spells of raw power. This is 
unrefined, but extremely dangerous to the uninitiated and 
even more so to those tempted to try to bend it to their will. 
It is a potent source of magic, and a intensely powerful magic 
that would have the effects you describe on one of your 
physiology. After all, magic is not your strong point." He 
looked at the canister reflectively. "I wonder what blew your 
world up, and whether it had to do with a warpstone core to 
the planet…" 

 "Destroy it," Valeria said, fighting down nausea at the 
idea she was in the same room with kryptonite. She felt fear 
ripple up her spine. 

 "I intend to," Strange said with a nod.  

 "He set me up," Valeria muttered. 

 "Excuse me?" 

 "He set me up. Hid the kryptonite in plain sight. If I 
hadn't looked for it he wouldn't have even told me it was 
there. In our wedding bed. He just wanted to see if I'd look for 
it. If I'd find it. How I'd react. Why would he do that? Was it 
a test?" 
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 "Maybe it was about trust," Strange said, glancing out the 
window. 

 "Well he failed," she said bitterly. "Maybe I did too. I 
can't believe he did that. It isn't funny." She shifted restlessly, 
unsettled by the rage that welled through her. "He's a man 
and a mortal both. He just can't have anything close to him 
he can't control or destroy. I can't believe… I can't believe 
we were together with that at the foot of the bed. Damn. He 
is a coward," she said, her voice cold, "and his love is false." 

 Strange had quietly seated himself as she talked. He 
gently put the canister down on the table. "What would you 
do, if your positions were reversed?" 

 "I can't imagine being that mortal and petty," she 
snapped. 

 "Listen to yourself," Strange said softly. 

 "Of course," she snarled, "I must be the one being 
unreasonable here! You were always right, weren't you, 
Strange. The font of wisdom. I gave Victor my heart and he 
gave me checks and balances! For once, for once I don't 
want to be frustrated! I want to be allowed to just be myself!" 

 She stood, her chair scattering behind her. Strange didn't 
blink as he remained calmly seated, watching her work 
herself into a fury. 

 "I am not a monster!" she said. "I'm trying to be a 
protector of the people. Why won't anyone trust me? Why 
don't you just trust me for once? By Rao! Why do all these 
small people have to be so damned jealous!" 

She rounded on Strange. "You. You wanted me to 
be some kind of secretary. Wear the glasses so people can't 
tell what I am. My very face disrupts the world too much. 
Your precious natural order. To hell with the natural order! 
All it brought me is guilt and grief. It just doesn't work. I 
gotta be who I am now, Strange, the time for this play-acting 
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is over! Everyone around me betrays me. To you, I’m just, 
what, a million dollar a year resource." 

 Strange just watched her, his eyes calm, but there was a 
snap-hiss of a stepping disk, and Illyana bounded into the 
room. 

 "Enough! What's the matter with you? You better back 
down right now!" Illyana snapped. 

 "Or what?" hissed Valeria, her eyes seething with malice. 
"Or your hairy poppa will open me up again?" Her eyes 
flared with challenge as Illyana went white to the lips, her 
eyes sparking fury. 

 Strange stood, and both women's attention was 
inexorably drawn to him. 

 "Let her speak, Illyana," Strange said quietly. "She can't 
hear you right now anyway." 

 Valeria stared at him. "Patronizing me again, Strange," 
she said in a barely audible voice. "I'm wasting my time." She 
glared at Illyana. "Don't follow me or watch me, witch," she 
said tonelessly. She burst into motion, zipping out of the 
kitchen and smashing through the front door with enough 
speed to scatter its splinters across the street. 

 "What the hell is that all about?" Illyana managed. 

 "Part of the rigors of following your heart," Strange 
replied sadly. "Once begun, you must stay the course, no 
matter how painful. Withstanding pain is not something 
Valeria has had to deal with in quite a long time." He looked 
at Illyana. "People who are handsome and good at everything 
have a very hard time with confusion, frustration, and the 
other byproducts of a relationship." 

 "Will she be okay?" Illyana asked in a small voice. 

 Strange shrugged. "That depends on whether she tries to 
make amends or not," he said, almost to himself. "She is very 
durable, in mind and body. I hope she can find her way out 
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of her pain. The question is," he said, looking at the shattered 
remains of the door that had gotten in her way, "will Victor 
be able to withstand the shock?" 

 Illyana mulled that over for a long moment, then her feet 
twisted into hooves and she capered to the side and back 
with distraction. "Can't do it, boss. Can't just let it go." 

 She vanished into a blaze of stepping disk, leaving 
Strange alone. 

 He raised his hand, and the shards of the door gathered 
back together and recorporated, sealing him inside the house 
once again. 

* 

 Motionless, Victor hunched in the chair by his mother's 
grave. He did not move, his cane across his lap. Boris stood a 
respectful distance behind him, uncertain, fear in his eyes. 
Victor whispered to his mother, words that only the two of 
them could share. 

 "You were right, Mother," he whispered. "I was blind. I 
cannot see. I cannot feel my heart in my empty chest. I was a 
fool to trust her." His smile was painful. "I was as great a 
fool not to." 

 One of his advisors reluctantly approached. "Your M-
Majesty?" he asked uncertainly. "Will… will she return?" 

 Victor gritted his teeth to hold back the surge of pain and 
frustration that he could taste but not feel. "Do not compel 
me to revive the laws on state executions," he managed. He 
stood. "I must go to my armor." 

 He turned, and Boris gasped. Victor was pale, his face 
gray, his breath short. Victor leaned heavily on his cane, 
looking three times older than he was. 

 "You… must rest," Boris said. 

 Victor's laugh was unsteady as it coiled through the night 
like a thing alive. 
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* 

 Valeria let the wind whip her hair as she stood on the 
cliff overlooking the ocean. Her eyes narrowed as she heard 
the stepping disk behind her. 

 "Go away," she said, her voice hard. Her hand curled 
into a fist. Tears spilled down her cheeks, seen only by the 
restless sea. 

 "Talk to him," Illyana urged. "There is love there, I've 
seen it. Give him another chance. Forgive him. Let him 
forgive you. Try again. It's too late to give it all up!" 

 "You know nothing!" Valeria snapped. "Of what he said 
to me. Of what he meant to me. Of what I thought I meant to 
him." 

 Illyana shrugged. "You're the expert," she said, pain in 
her voice. "Go back and prove it." 

 Valeria turned on her. "Follow me again and I'll hurt 
you," she said evenly. She dove off the cliff, pounded down 
through the surface of the water, and found solitude in the 
darkness of the deeps. 

 Illyana felt her heart twist slowly in her chest, and she 
bowed her head under the weight of helplessness. She shook 
her head. "I wonder if this is what Strange feels like 
sometimes," she mused before she stepped off Prime. 

 

May 17 

 Dawn was just breaking as Victor clanked out onto the 
parapet in his full armor, lacking only his helmet. Boris 
followed nervously. Victor adjusted the tabard he wore over 
the armor, checked the wind, breathed in the dawn. 

 "Your color is not good at all, Your Majesty," Boris said 
earnestly. 

 "Leave!" Victor barked. "As your king I command you! 
And take the others." 
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 Boris reluctantly herded the others away, then closed the 
door behind himself. Victor stood alone on the parapet. He 
set up a device the size of a microwave and he adjusted a 
setting or two. Then he pushed a button. 

 A few minutes later a shape streaked out of the sky and 
smashed the device with a single hit.  

 "That was loud," Valeria said, so angry she quivered. 

 "And only you could hear it," he finished. "Because 
you're not human. But you are my wife." 

 She looked at him, unsure.  

 Victor returned her stare, unflinching. He looked waxen. 
"When you swore an oath, that bound you to me," he said 
through stiff lips. "Whether you like it or not. In sickness and 
in health. For richer or for poorer." 

 She bristled. "Enough." 

 "Are you coming back?" he asked, carefully controlling 
his unstable voice. 

 "Maybe," she snapped. 

 "No!" he barked. "Not good enough! The time for 
maybe is past! That's what the long courtship was for, the 
patience, the wooing. That was for maybe, the time when I 
provided you with every courtesy I could think of. Now you 
married me. You are better than I, and more important. Still, 
I wanted to give you everything you wanted. But you… 
you…" he staggered, then regained his resolve. "You didn’t 
have the patience to give me a chance." 

 She listened for a moment to the ragged thudding of his 
strained heart. "I didn't give you a chance," she said, her 
voice soft and chilling. "What about the kryptonite, then? 
How do you explain that?" 

 "You were afraid it wouldn't work out," he said, shaking 
his head. "Well so was I. You could punch me through a wall 
and fly away. What could I do? You are smarter than I, your 
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body more powerful. I had no defense. Humanity has 
survived," he managed, blood trickling out of his nose, "by 
being toolmakers. You tore one suit off me. You won't do it 
again." 

 "Husbands and wives aren't supposed to fear each 
other," Valeria said, unwilling to contain the venom in her 
voice. "There's supposed to be trust." 

 He nodded. "Then trust me. Come back." Some light 
glimmered in his staring eyes. "Give me a second chance. 
Marriage is all about second chances. And I won't let you 
leave again anyway. Not like this. You left me once," he said, 
"and it tore out my heart. When I let you go again, even 
though you stayed the choice almost killed me. And when 
you flew away from our bedroom…" a ghastly grin slipped 
across his face as blood reached his lip and mouth. "I think I 
may be insane. I can't feel anything. But you won't leave me 
again. I don't want to know what's next in line. I—cannot get 
you, win you—then lose you as though I had done nothing 
right—" 

 She hesitated, probing his staring eyes, looking for a 
bluff. He was unreadable. "I don't have to take this," she said 
in disgust to conceal her fear. She had never seen Victor like 
this… She turned to go. 

 "NO!" he shouted. He brandished a fistful of black 
rock.  

 She gasped as her strength immediately abandoned her; 
her legs folded, she toppled to the stone. Some distant part 
of her mind that wasn't absorbed in the wild draining lash of 
the green death sweeping her wondered at the strength; it 
shouldn't be this strong. She managed to roll over, and she 
saw Victor's pupils twitch. Realized too late that he was a 
dabbler in the occult as well. 

 If the stone was mystic, he could amplify it. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

 "I don't want to watch you die," he whispered. His heart 
skipped a beat, shuddering in his chest. "I won't." Holding 
the rock high over his head, he approached her and placed a 
box in her hand with a button. He then retreated. "I really, 
really, really don't want to watch you die," he said as tears 
welled out of his eyes. "Push that button. It is connected to 
detonators in my suit's power packs. You push that button 
and I'll be blown apart. You'll live. I swore an oath," he 
managed, tears threatening to choke him. "Only death may 
part us. So. If you must be parted. Do it. One of us will die; 
so we vowed, so I now decree. But you will not leave me 
again." 

 Then, the peculiar snap hiss of a stepping disk flared 
behind Victor. He spun to face Illyana as she stood, cloak 
swirling around her goatish legs, her tail lashing, soulsword 
glittering in her grip. She bared her teeth as the amulet at her 
throat gleamed and silver armor sheathed her arm. "Leave 
her alone." 

 Rage swelled through him. "Back!" he commanded. "By 
the Winds of Watoomb, begone!" The incantation swirled 
into effect as thick, sluggish winds of darkness buffeted the 
sorceress, slamming into her and shoving for the edge of the 
battlement. 

 Valeria's hand nervelessly gripped the box, her finger 
hovered over the trigger as she whined in pain, tears rolling 
down her face. She couldn’t see, the kryptonite had already 
blinded her. But she could weep. 

 Illyana spun away, and gestured. "The Flames of Faltine 
protect me!" she invoked, and a peculiar flickering haze cut 
through the dull winds, shearing them away from her. She 
pointed her sword at Victor as he focused his rage into a 
blast that was amplified by the stone, roaring at her with a 
fury that would surely blast her to gobbets. 
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 "Amateur," Illyana snarled as the bolt tore through the 
space between them. Her amulet gleamed, then thrust out a 
wild barrier of spinning disks that scattered the bolt to 
stinging whips of magic. She was airborne; he tried to grip 
her with his magics, but her cloak and armor slid clear. 

 The soul sword whistled down at the source of his magic; 
she blasted through his last shield as the wicked blade hissed 
down and cut the kryptonite. 

 The fully charged and engaged stone burst with a shock 
that left them all breathless. Shattered, it shot away from the 
blade's path. Victor screamed as he was flung to the ground, 
his face filled with the shrapnel of the mystic talisman. Fresh 
screams tore out of him as his face boiled and bubbled, 
melting, the chips burrowing to fuse with his skull. 

 Illyana steeled herself against his pain. She nimbly 
hopped over him with her cloak trailing smoke from his 
attack. She cradled Valeria in her arms, then a stepping disk 
carried them both away from the parapet. 

 

 They dropped onto the stone flagstones of her garden in 
the Underspace Limbo. Valeria sobbed uncontrollably as the 
pain from the kryptonite twisted through her. Illyana, 
undisputed master of the realm, felt her power swell 
immensely here. She drew the fragments of kryptonite 
warpstone away from Valeria, sealed them in rock, turned it 
to lead, rolled it away for the demons to play with. 

 Then she just held Valeria, rocked back and forth holding 
her close and letting her sob her heart out. 

 "Don leave me!" Valeria managed through her soul-
wracking gasps. "Don leave me!" 

 "I'm here," Illyana said, tears freely flowing. "I'm here for 
you." 

 Illyana was simply present. Valeria could ask for nothing 
more. 
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* 

 The surgeon was poised as the limp form of Victor von 
Doom, King of Latveria, was carried into the emergency 
room. "Quickly, get his armor off! Let's see what we can 
salvage," the surgeon said, worried. 

 The six strong men carrying him swung him over to 
clatter down on the table. They began looking over his armor 
for its seals. 

 With a disturbing choking gasp, Victor's eyes snapped 
open. Everyone took a reflexive step back from him. He 
moaned, an unearthly sound that should not come from a 
living creature.  

 "No," he gasped, choking on his own voice. He forced 
himself to his feet with his incredible will, and his terrible 
stare played across those in the room. His chestplate was 
pitted, cracked, and smoke still rose from the gurgling ruin of 
his face. 

 He staggered past them, then broke into a clanking 
rattling run in the hallway as laughter burst free of him and 
rang through the halls like a mad thing possessed of its own 
volition. He crashed through the security until he reached his 
lab, terrified staff and doctors in his wake. 

 Stumbling into his lab, he saw a mirror; he staggered over 
and gripped the frame so it instantly was spiderwebbed with 
fractures. 

 He stared at his face. 

 He took in the sight. 

 His face was awash with an eerie green glow, black pits 
and rocks greedily burned to his facial bone. Pouches and 
rents of his once proud visage were all that remained; his 
nose was shattered beyond recognition. His eyes… his irises 
had flared pure green, and they glowed with enough light to 
fill the darkened laboratory with a sickly glow. 
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 He chuckled, then smiled. His teeth flared green, pulsing 
with the deadened thudding of his heart. 

 "I. Have. Gone. Mad," he said to his reflection, his 
breath steaming and then peeling the glass from the mirror 
he confronted. 

 "Sire, Majesty," wailed his head surgeon, who had tended 
him since he was a boy. "We must remove--" 

 "No," he choked hoarsely. "I can feel it. It will not kill 
me. It is… a part of me now. Heh. He heh heh. Ha. Fused 
with my bone. Kill me to take it off." He slammed his head 
into the mirror, breathing harshly. "Go. Go now. I must rest. 
All but Boris. Go. Or die." 

 He shuddered under a dark tide of sensation, and when it 
cleared he stood unsteadily and turned. Only Boris, faithful 
Boris stood in the shadow. 

 "I am so, so very sorry," Boris whispered, fresh tears 
welling down the tracks of those before them. Boris looked 
old, almost frail. 

 "Old friend," Victor gasped, feeling his sense of self 
slipping. "I don't blame you. Not at all. You always… always 
had my best interests… at heart. Faithful. Boris, you are 
faithful. However misguided. And I am not in pain. I feel no 
pain. Nothing. I know it is there. I can smell and taste it. But 
I feel nothing." He staggered to his personal vault. Opened 
it. 

 With trembling hands he took up his journeyman's mask, 
with the rectangle slits and the foolish angular shapes. 
Something that could be cobbled together in a few hours. He 
lifted it, saw it awash in green light. 

 "Of course," he whispered to it. "Foolish, stupid damnéd 
dabbler." 

 He sealed the mask on, laughter and screaming 
intermixed as he toppled to the floor. 



 

   145 

* 

 Valeria sat in Illyana's throne room, a pale sun overhead 
giving her no power. 

 "Shouldn't you go back to Prime? Soak in some sun?" 
Illyana asked, concerned. 

 "Not yet," Valeria managed, her teeth chattering slightly. 
"How do your flowers grow with no sun?" 

 "Oh, that," Illyana said. "At first I tried to open disks, get 
natural sun to them. Too much work. These are fashioned 
out of my native realm." 

 "Transplants… seldom work," Valeria said, her eyes 
haunted. "I was made to be alone. Damn Strange. He made 
me doubt that, even though I knew it. But even a man… 
even a man who loved me could not handle what living with 
the real me meant. No one knows how to let me be truly 
free."  

 Her body shook with the poisoning as her eyes struggled 
to make more tears. Valeria looked at Illyana.  

 "I'll go back to Prime," she said. "Long enough to heal, 
rest. But then? Can I… stay here? For a while? I need to find 
somewhere Victor and Strange won't bother me. Just… for a 
while. Until I'm ready to find my own way." 

 "I'll make you whatever kind of home you want here," 
Illyana said, feeling a lump rising in her throat. Valeria looked 
up at her blearily. 

 "Thank you, Yana," she said. "For being a real friend to 
me. For understanding." 

 Illyana nodded. "I owe you everything I am today," she 
said. "It's the least I can do." 

 And there was nothing more to say. 

* 
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 Victor stood at the grave of his mother, encased in heavy 
armor, alone. 

 "I am sorry, Mother," he said, his voice muffled by the 
mask. "I seem to have traded one curse for another. The von 
Doom line will probably end with me. But before that 
happens…" He gazed into the distance. 

 "I realize my downfall was trying to see and protect the 
future. There is only the day. There is no future. I am not far 
from death, I feel it," he said softly. "It's time to think about 
what really matters in life." 

 He looked down at the grave. "What we leave behind. 
Our legacy." He knelt by the earth, his whispering intense. 

 "Why can't I feel?" he hissed. "Why can't I weep?" 

 His mother was balefully silent. 

 "I have no eyes," he whispered. "No heart. Stolen…" 

 

 Illyana held her bridesmaid dress close to her chest as she 
gazed into her scrying pool and wept for him. 
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Ceaseless Round 
 

June 17 

 As she strode into the feasting hall, her heels clicked on 
the flagstones. "Here we are," she said with a pearly smile. "I 
finally got a response from His Majesty the King of 
Latveria." She brandished the parchment envelope. 

 The vast man standing before the equally vast fireplace 
turned slightly. He smiled, his hawkish features twisting in a 
way that was thoroughly unpleasant. Her eyes balked from 
his form, as it was impossibly huge; he towered over other 
men, and his girth granted him weight equal to a small truck. 
His scalp shone in the bright light of the well-lit hall. A 
diamond glittered on a setting at his throat; it did not appear 
overly impressive against his mass, but it was worth a fleet of 
Porsches nonetheless. One eye was hidden beneath a black 
eyepatch strapped to his head that somehow deepened the 
subtle menace that radiated from him. 

 "What was his answer?" the huge man boomed. 

 The woman settled on one of the benches, her white silk 
blouse draping over her in a most flattering design. She ran 
one manicured hand through her painstakingly styled pale 
hair, then opened the envelope. 

 Inside was the note she had sent to him; she read the 
reply he had scrawled on it and the smile fell right off her 
face. She scowled at the paper. 

 "What's this? 'Sorry. Busy. Try again next YEAR'?!?" She 
crumpled the note and tossed it into the fireplace. "What's 
his game?" she wondered suspiciously. "He has a revolving 
door of dignitaries through there all the time. He had better 
not be snubbing me." An uncertain look settled into her eyes 
as she chewed one of her exquisite lips absently. "That's not 
like him," she finished weakly. 
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 "Perhaps you could express your displeasure in a return 
note delivered by one of your packs," the huge American 
rumbled. "That would redress such an insult, Madame 
Sablinovia." 

 "Please, Lady Sable will do," she sighed. "As for an 
assault, that's never gone well in the past," the pale woman 
said with an imperceptible shake of her head. She spoke 
fluent American. "Three of my teams are currently out, and I 
don't want to risk an attack with the three that remain." 

 The big man cocked his head curiously, looking like a 
vast ungainly hawk for a moment. "I thought you said 
Latveria had no military." 

 "True enough," she nodded. "But Victor is a remarkable 
person. And he's got gypsy luck," she added with a severe 
look at the huge man. "He lets gypsies wander his land at 
will. Disgusting creatures." 

 "Isn't von Doom part gypsy?" the big man rumbled. 

 "He's most gypsy, in all the important ways," she replied 
lightly. "But he has all their charm, and the looks of an 
Austrian diplomat." She shrugged. "Well, Fisk, we'll have to 
think this over." 

 "You sound fond of him," Fisk muttered wryly. 

 "We had a fling," she said. "That's all. He's too focused 
to be much fun. Always playing the angles and looking for 
his next homeschool self improvement class." She rose. "He 
has no idea how much I've protected him over the years. I 
wonder if he's even noticed that I've stopped looking after 
him. Since he treated me poorly." 

 "No wonder you remained close through the years," Fisk 
shrugged. "You're about the same age, and both of you rule 
Rumanian states that became independent." 

 "And we used our own ways to remain free," she 
nodded. "He used his charm, I used my wealth." Her eyes 
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narrowed speculatively as she looked at Fisk. "Looks like 
we're both running a bit short these days." 

 "Which brings us to each other," Fisk said with another 
of his repulsive smiles. "I find your terms agreeable. You will 
install one of your eight man mercenary packs in my 
headquarters and another will be available for remote work. 
In exchange, I will meet your financial terms. Considering 
their… magnitude," he said with what she was sure meant to 
be a delicate smile, "I believe a test is in order. Once our 
lawyers have finalized the details, of course." 

 "Of course," she replied. "We don't do tests," she added 
coolly. "You can name your first mission if you'd like." 

 "Call it what you will," he said with a shrug that moved a 
disturbing amount of flesh. "The targets are employees of 
Stark International." 

 "I've heard of your vendetta," the pale woman said with a 
vague nod. "Stark can present a hard target. What did you 
have in mind?" 

 "Kidnapping some of his staff and killing a civilian," Fisk 
said briskly.  

 "My team will need some time to do the proper 
groundwork," Lady Sable said. 

 "I have put together the background and research," Fisk 
rumbled. He moved to where his briefcase sat on the table 
and he removed a thick file from it. "They are welcome to do 
any detail work they need to, but this is the meat of it. I have 
something... special in mind." 

 Lady Sable shrugged, and lit a cigarette. "Your personal 
security team is already in the States," she said. "Where is the 
op?" 

 "New York," Fisk said with a grim smile. 

 

June 20 
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 "Okay, people, listen up. Alpha Pack, let's go over 
positions one more time," the thin man said in fluent 
Rumanian into his tac net. He sat on a padded chair in the 
claustrophobic confines of a modified delivery van down the 
street from what would become the point of contact. He 
cracked his knuckles, then leaned forward and examined the 
screens in front of him. 

 "This is Two, running the op from a safe distance." That 
got him a few chuckles over the network. "Eight, Six, One, in 
position in the alleyway." He checked the camera and didn't 
see them. Then each of them waved briefly out in the alley, 
picked up on the camera they had installed the day before. 
He smiled to himself, and turned to another camera.  

 "Three in position," he noted. He was patched into the 
security camera at the bar in the pizza place, and he saw the 
aesthetic mercenary hunched over a beer at the bar, watching 
the baseball game on television. The operative glanced into 
the camera, then back at the game. Two checked out another 
screen. 

 "Four and Five all set for the snatch and grab," he said, 
and the two men in the battered old sedan gave the 
dashboard cam the thumbs up. Two checked the last screen.  

 "Seven is airborne," he noted, looking at the video feed 
from the helicopter thudding through the air not far away. 
"Right, Alpha Pack ready. Maintain alertness." He switched 
off his speaker and leaned back, watching the screen that 
displayed the trio that currently relaxed in the pizza shop. 

* 

 A small group had gathered around the darts contest, and 
a hush fell across them as the short man lined up his dart, his 
expressive face crinkling with concentration. A wild dark 
mane swept up from his head, and between that and his 
broad and heavily muscled shoulders he looked bigger than 
he was. Once, twice he pointed the dart at the dartboard. 
Then he let it fly. It thudded into the small red spot in the 
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middle of the board, and a cheer rushed through the group. 
They clapped him on the back, and a laughing football player 
slapped his hands over his face as he thoroughly lost the 
close game. 

 "Fine, another beer for my hairy friend," he called to the 
bartender. He shook the short man's hand, then wandered 
back to his table with his date. 

 At the back of the now-dissolving crowd, a young 
reddish-blonde woman cheered and waved her hands over 
her head, her bared midriff swaying in a most flattering 
fashion. 

 "You rule, bub," she said with a mischievous grin. She 
ruffled his hair, and he brushed her off with an embarrassed 
grin. His hair, oblivious, immediately returned to its alert 
stance. 

 "Stick a breadstick in it," he muttered, slinging down into 
his seat. 

 "Good call," she nodded thoughtfully. She sat down, 
delicately plucked a breadstick out of the basket, and 
chopped the end of it off with her teeth. 

 "What's yer deal?" the gruff man growled at the third 
member of the party. Slumped over the table and surrounded 
by empty mugs and bottles, a huge athletic man gazed 
sorrowfully down into his beer. He had slick dark hair and 
chiseled musculature. 

 "I am so far from home," burbled the big man. The cute 
young woman rolled her eyes. 

 "But at least I have my family," she said simultaneously 
with him, even doing an eerie parrot of his accent. "Piotr," 
she said seriously, "you do not need another beer." 

 "But this one," he said in a wavering voice that bordered 
on piteous. "It is almost completely gone." He peered into 
his glass. 
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 "Hot damn," grumped the wild-maned man. "Yana, I 
can't stand a weepy drunk." 

 "Logan," she said with a sigh, "maybe I had better handle 
this." 

 "Good idea," he grinned. "I'll settle us up and we're outta 
here." He scuffed his chair back as he stood, and he headed 
for the bar. 

 "C'mon, big fella," Illyana said as she tucked Piotr's arm 
over her shoulders. "Let's get you home in your nice comfy 
bed." 

 "Family should take care of each other," he managed in a 
broken voice. 

 "We'll take care of you," Illyana said in a very patient 
voice. Between their efforts, they both stood up. Logan 
trotted back. 

 "Hokay kids," he said cheerfully. "Let's get back. I just 
can't wait to wake Pete up for work tomorrow." 

 "By the White Wolf," the huge man whined, "have you 
no mercy?" 

 Logan sighed as he opened the door and they stepped 
out into the night. 

 

 "Go," Two said tersely. 

 

 Logan stiffened as Illyana laughed, her voice clear. 
Something… he turned, sniffing, as Piotr leaned against the 
building to steady himself. 

 A man lurked on the sidewalk, wearing an old army 
jacket and stocking cap. He snapped into action, leaping at 
Illyana. He snatched her purse and turned, sprinting away. 

 "Hey!" she shouted, startled. She flashed a smile at 
Logan. "Be right back," she said, and she darted into an alley. 
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The eldritch flare of her stepping disk glowed in the dim of 
the alley.  

 "No," Logan said hoarsely. "Somethin’s not right." He 
dashed after the purse snatcher, driven by sudden fear. Piotr 
blinked stupidly and looked after them, fumbling to 
understand what just happened. 

 

 The purse snatcher muttered into his cuff in Rumanian, 
then tucked his head down and sprinted. Light flared in a 
side alley up ahead as a sedan slowly drew up to the mouth 
of the main alley. A young woman darted out of the side alley 
between the purse snatcher and the street. 

 “Maybe you should give that back,” she said with a grin. 
His feet skidded out from under him as he tried frantically to 
stop. He thudded down on the ground, and she looked down 
at him disdainfully. “Now.” 

 His hand sprang up, and her eyes widened. Then the 
camera flash he held in his hand popped, and she blinked as 
the alley got a lot darker to her eyes. 

 Then something behind her boomed, and incredible 
force and pain slapped into her back. She felt like she had 
been hit by a car as she sprawled over the purse snatcher and 
toppled, rolling, on the ground. As she struggled not to black 
out and pain screamed through her every nerve, she felt hot 
blood trickling across her torn skin in thick rivulets. She 
realized she had been shot. 

 The purse snatcher stood and produced a silenced pistol. 
He looked down at the swallowing, blinking sorceress. The 
buckshot had caught her in the back and across the back of 
her right arm. The dim streetlight reflected from a steadily 
growing pool of blood. The purse snatching mercenary 
tossed her purse down on her, then pinned her shoulder 
down with his boot and lined up with his gun to finish the 
job. 
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 A low growl was his only warning, and it wasn’t enough. 

 Something snarled as it pounded through the back alleys, 
then went airborne and sailed into him with an unnaturally 
heavy ramming tackle. Bones crunched from the impact as 
the living projectile slammed the mercenary and crushed him 
off the alley wall. Logan scooped up the dropped pistol as 
the startled man slid down the wall. Dropping to one knee, 
his eyes feral, Logan snapped off shot after shot at the car. 
The driver had hastily pulled the shotgun in and thrown the 
car into gear, but a puff of blood sprayed the windshield as 
he floored the accelerator. 

 Logan lined up on the purse snatcher, whose breathing 
was shallow and thin. He shot him twice in the chest, once in 
the head, and then he tucked the gun in his belt as he 
scrabbled over to Illyana. 

 Her eyes were staring, her mouth feebly working as 
blood gushed out of her severe gunshot wound. 

 “No no no,” Logan whimpered. He fumbled with her 
purse, and pulled out her cell phone. With trembling hands, 
he punched in Stark’s number, smearing blood on the phone. 
He growled impatiently at the tiny buttons on the phone, at 
the delay, and the cold sweat that stung his eyes. 

 “Security, this is Logan,” he rasped. “Extraction, stat, 
medical team online.” He snarled off the nearest cross street 
and then cradled his daughter in his arms as she passed out. 

 

 Piotr blinked. A shotgun? That noise had sounded like a 
shotgun. His muzziness cleared slightly as he realized he was 
alone. A chill shivered his spine. He took a few hesitant 
steps, realizing that something was going on. 

 Then a slapping sting. He looked down at his chest to see 
the feathered tuft of a dart. Thwip thwip thwip. He glared 
stupidly at the darts as he staggered. “Not again!” he 
bellowed. He looked up to see three shooters in the mouth 
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of an alley. He took a few lumbering steps toward them, 
knowing it was too late, feeling the tranquilizing poison 
coursing through him, knowing from hard experience he 
could not transform with this much poison in him. 

 He staggered to one knee, and one of the shooters slung 
the rifle and yanked out a stun gun. Dashing up, he stabbed 
Piotr in the neck with it, and the giant man collapsed 
unconscious. The others came out quickly. One unfurled a 
bodybag on the ground, the other two rolled the big man 
onto it and into it, then zipped it. 

 Two of the strong attackers grunted as they hefted Piotr’s 
weight, then they dashed into the alley. A police cruiser 
pulled up to the curb, flashing its lights once with a yelp of 
its siren. The door opened. “Hey!” the policeman said. 

 Without hesitation, the third attacker turned and fired off 
the trank gun once more, popping a dart into the cop’s neck. 
He sagged to the pavement as the other two tossed Piotr into 
the back of an ambulance and jumped in. The third one 
hopped in the driver’s seat and fired up the ambulance. 

 Lights and siren going, they headed for the airport. 

 

 Two watched the screens anxiously. “Four, report,” he 
said. 

 A bleary figure leaned over in front of the dashboard 
cam of the sedan. “I shot the witch,” he managed, “but Five 
was killed by Logan. I got the girl with a solid hit, but she 
may survive. We did not have a chance to finish the job.” 

 “You are injured,” Two observed. 

 “It is… it is not bad. I can make it to the airport,” Four 
winced. 

 “No,” Two said firmly. “Come here. I will drive you to 
the airport. Two out.” He cut the transmission, still watching 
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the camera as his heart beat faster than it usually did. “Seven, 
report.” 

 The radio transmission was misted with static. “One of 
Stark’s extraction teams collected Illyana and Logan. They 
went directly to Stark’s compound. They took Five’s body.” 
 “Damn,” Two said softly. He opened the channel to the 
entire team except Five’s gear. “Pack, hear this. Seven and 
Two will remain here to monitor the situation. The rest of 
you, get back to the airport and return to Symkaria. Verify.”  

 They verified, and he leaned back. He sighed, and 
scrubbed his eyes with his fists. The operation was over, but 
it had not been their cleanest effort. 

 Hopefully it would be good enough. 

* 

 Logan stood with his forehead pressed against the glass, 
looking down listlessly into the operating theater. Illyana was 
face down on the table, surrounded by surgeons. So pale… 
Logan tried to tell himself it was just the light. Then he 
turned, and picked up the handset of the phone. He punched 
in a number. 

 “This is Strange,” said the voice that answered the 
phone. 

 “Logan here,” Logan said hoarsely. “Illyana’s been shot. 
She’s in surgery at Stark’s place now. I’ve arranged for 
security to bring you here if you check in at the gate.” 

 Strange took a moment to let that sink in. “I’ll be right 
there,” he said somewhat breathlessly. 

 Logan hung up, wishing for a moment that his enhanced 
senses couldn’t hear the plink of buckshot being dropped in 
a steel bowl after being pried out of his daughter’s body. 

 He felt a growl, an implacable and savage and blind fury 
building in him. 
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 “Patience,” he whispered to himself. “Wait for it. The 
time will come.” 

 Signs be damned, he lit a cigar. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 Stark thoughtfully fingered the earpiece’s pack that 
connected it with wires to the wrist microphone. On the 
table in front of him was the clothing and gear of the dead 
man. 

 “The body had no distinguishing marks,” he said as 
Logan let himself into the room. “The gear doesn’t have 
much of a story either. They bought it at Radio Shack here in 
New York less than a week ago. Ah, hello, Dr. Strange. I’m 
sorry we couldn’t meet under happier circumstances. I’ve 
heard a lot about you.” 

 “The pleasure is mine,” Strange said with a strained 
smile. He was a thin man in a red coat and a suit, with dark 
hair streaked at the temples with white. He and Stark 
contrasted considerably with Logan. 

 “So you didn’t learn anything from the dead man?” 
Logan pressed. 

 “The most interesting feature,” Stark said, “is that the 
gun that you gave me was manufactured without a serial 
number. Between that and the organization and numbers 
involved in this kidnapping and attempted murder, I have to 
think that there was money behind this, and all the signs 
point to Fisk.” 

 “Kidnapping?” Logan said, blinking. 

 “Piotr didn’t come back,” Stark said. “At first I thought 
he was with you, but he wasn’t. I sent a team out looking for 
him. He vanished.” 

 Logan’s face twitched. “I’m gonna git all of em,” he 
gritted out.  
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 “How did the operation go?” Stark asked Strange. 

 “You have a good team here,” Strange said. “They said 
she was out of danger for now, they got all the buckshot out 
with the help of your electromagnet probes. She may not 
regain full use of her arm, but she’ll live.” He shrugged. “I 
know a thing or two about physical therapy and alternative 
medicines. I’m confident we can get her back to full health.” 
He turned to Logan. “Thank you for saving her,” he said 
seriously. 

 “I think it’s time we got to the bottom of this,” Stark 
muttered. 

 “Good idea,” Strange nodded. He pulled out a cell phone 
and dialed a number. 

 “Doug,” he said after a moment. “Illyana’s been shot and 
Piotr, her brother, has been kidnapped. It happened outside 
Luckee’s Pizza. Let me know what you find out.” He hung 
up. 

 “That’s all you give him and you expect him to come up 
with something?” Stark said with amusement and disbelief 
on his features. 

 “He’s a very talented assistant,” Strange said.  

 “I’m going to start by figuring out where Fisk is,” Stark 
said. “Do come along. Both of you are entitled to be in on 
this.” He led them to a workstation, and he sat down and 
logged in. “Now,” he murmured, fingers flying. 

 “Looks like Fisk is on vacation,” he said after a moment. 
“A working vacation. I have agents that track all his 
movements, and it looks like right now he’s in Symkaria, 
though his official position is Hong Kong. So not only is he 
in Eastern Europe, he’s lying about it.” 

 Strange stiffened. “Symkaria,” he murmured. “That name 
is familiar. Can you pull up a map?” 
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 Stark tapped the keys, and a map filled the screen. His 
eyes widened, Logan let a hiss of air out between his teeth. 
They saw that Symkaria was right next to Latveria. 

 “Now that is one hell of a coincidence,” Logan gritted 
out. 

 Strange’s phone rang, he answered it. “You say it’s worth 
checking out a flight that left the airport about an hour ago 
headed to London, charter jet.” Strange jotted down the 
flight information. “Thank you, Mr. Ramsey.” He turned to 
Logan. “I need a place to… meditate… for a few minutes.” 

 Stark got up. “This chair work?” 

 Strange sat down, glancing at the other two. “This may 
take a minute. I won’t be able to hear you. Don’t be alarmed. 
I’m going to concentrate.” With that, he leaned back in the 
office chair. There seemed to be a flicker about him for just a 
moment, and he was utterly still except for low, steady 
breathing. 

 “Can you set up a satellite to track the plane?” Logan 
asked Stark. 

 “Yes,” Stark said firmly. “That’s a good idea. Go talk to 
ops.” 

 Logan nodded, and headed out. Stark looked uncertainly 
at Strange’s motionless form. Then Strange inhaled deeply 
and opened his eyes, looking over at Stark. 

 “Piotr is their prisoner. They speak Rumanian. There are 
five of them.” 

 “I’ll get a jet ready,” Stark said grimly. He did not ask 
Strange how he knew these things… 

* 

  “I have two teams, now that we’ve handled the 
contractual arrangement. Is that right?” Fisk asked Lady 
Sable. 

 “Yes,” she nodded. “Why?” 
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 “I want a team to bring me the ruler of Latveria,” Fisk 
said. He hefted the huge mug that looked like a small cup in 
his meaty grip. 
 “Why the interest in him, anyway?” Lady Sable asked 
with feigned indifference. 

 Fisk shrugged. “Charm,” he said. “Because of his politics, 
he’s managed to arrange for extremely favorable trade rates 
and tariff arrangements with many of the major states in 
Europe. He’s sprinkled his path with concessions and 
loopholes. If I could set up a major outpost in Latveria, close 
to the protection of Symkaria and with preferential tariff and 
trade agreements, that could be a very lucrative proposition.” 
His repulsive smile crawled across his face again. “If he will 
not visit me, and if he will not allow me to visit him, then I 
will have him brought to me.” 

 Lady Sable sighed. “It’s your team,” she said. “This is a 
bad idea,” she added. 

 “Show me what I’m paying for,” Fisk rumbled like 
distant thunder. 

 Lady Sable nodded stiffly. She turned to see one of Fisk’s 
assistants approaching. 

 “Sir,” the assistant said. “Smirikov and Rasputin will both 
arrive tomorrow.” 

 Fisk nodded, a glint in his eye. “Do not worry,” he said 
to Lady Sable as he dismissed his underling. “After 
tomorrow we’ll be out of your way.” 

* 

 Eight stealthy figures stopped as they crested the ridge. 
Before them, idyllic in the moonlight, the palace presided 
over the village and the lake. 

 The leader turned to his troops. “Last time through. Two 
elements. One, Two, and Three secure an escape craft. Four, 
Five, Six, Seven, and Eight infiltrate castle and take Victor 
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von Doom prisoner. Let’s go.” They split up into two groups 
and vanished into the thick forests. 

 

 The three men stealthily crept into the small tastefully 
concealed hangar. There was a small plane and a helicopter. 
They approached the helicopter, alert and wary. 

 One of them froze, whispering into this tac net. The 
others turned to see a lone armored figure standing at the 
entrance to the hanger. 

 They didn’t realize it, but it had been too late before they 
even raised their guns. 

 

 The second team swung into the bedroom through the 
door. No bodyguards, no staff. This entire wing of the palace 
seemed abandoned. 

 “I don’t think he sleeps here anymore,” one of them 
hissed.  

 “We’ll relocate,” the leader muttered. 

 “You will die,” echoed a cavernous, metallic voice. 
Professionals to the end, the mercenaries formed up back to 
back, glancing all around the room and up as well. 

 The armored man in the doorway raised his palms. They 
flashed and flared and seared. Men died as they fired their 
guns uselessly. 

 All was again quiet. 

 

June 21 

 Dawn was a beautiful time in the Carpathians, the glow 
of sunlight etching the clouds in a flaring spectrum of color 
as the sleeping capital of Symkaria stretched out around its 
central fortified castle. 
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 That silence was broken by the droning of a plane. It 
flashed over the mountain and veered towards the castle. 
Automated turrets popped out and blasted the plane. It 
exploded at the first contact, bursting with an odd glitter.  

 As chaff, electromagnetic squealers, and mini rockets 
flared through the skies around the castle, the automated 
turrets wheeled and spun, confused. Sensors locked onto 
dozens of targets, most of which weren’t there. 

 A small ship skidded through the chaos and landed on 
the battlements of the castle. Troops rushed out and 
surrounded it. The sleek one-man jet popped its canopy, and 
a forbidding figure in armor stood. His armor glittered in the 
showers of sparks, rockets, and flak guns that lit up the pre-
dawn sky. A green tabard and cloak gave the power armor a 
medieval feel. The facemask was angular, with slits for the 
eyes and mouth and a simple pointed nose. The eyes and 
mouth glowed green as the figure rose to his full impressive 
height and stepped out of the craft, a dozen guns pointed at 
him. 

 “Surrender!” shouted one of the mercenaries in 
Rumanian. The power armor looked at him, then touched a 
button at his belt. As one, the mercenaries slumped to the 
ground unconscious as the frequency that rolled out of his 
ship flared havoc through their inner ears. Unaffected, the 
armored dictator strode over them towards the castle. 

 

 Silver Sablinovia swore to herself as she rolled out of 
bed, tossing on a dress and tights and belting on a pistol. She 
snatched up her communicator. “Report!” she snapped. 

 “Countermeasures for the defense system have allowed a 
craft from Latveria to land on the battlements. The intruder 
is wearing—“ with a snap and a hiss, the communicator went 
dead.  

 The Lady Sable frowned and switched frequencies, then 
tossed the communicator away and sprinted towards the 
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command module. From there she could see whatever she 
wanted, anywhere in Symkaria. 

 She entered the central chamber of the command 
module, and she halted abruptly. An armored figure, cloaked 
and cowled, sat in her command chair. His armored fingers 
were steepled, and a peculiar sickly light seeped out of the 
eyeslits and mouth slit of his angular mask. 

 “You’re a dead man,” Lady Sable said simply, raising her 
pistol. She knew that the armor piercing rounds it bore had a 
good chance of punching through the armor. 

 “How could I possibly fail to notice?” came the sardonic 
reply. Even though it was mechanized and hollowed, Lady 
Sable realized she recognized the voice. 

 “Victor?” she breathed, astonished. “Is that you?” 

 “It was once. Now, you may call me Doom. Such I have 
brought down upon myself, and now shall bring to others. 
But that is not the purpose of my visit. Why was I attacked?” 
he demanded, his voice tight with anger. 

 “I take it they didn’t succeed,” she noted dryly. 

 “Before he died, Beta Two told me they were trying to 
bring me here,” Doom noted, gesturing with his hand. “Here 
I am. They did not fail. But they are all dead.” 

 “I don’t take kindly to the killing of my men,” Lady Sable 
said, her pistol unwavering. 

 “I don’t take kindly to trespassers,” Doom snarled. “Tell 
me what you meant by the invasion.” 

 “It was a contract job,” she replied. “I had little to do 
with it. An American, name Fisk, decided he wanted to send 
a team to capture you because you rebuffed him.” 

 “Produce him,” Doom said. “I imagine he is still here.” 

 “And what if I refuse,” Lady Sable snapped, her eyes 
blazing and her pride stung. 
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 “I used chaff instead of viruses in attacking this place 
because I did not wish you to die without a chance to explain 
yourself,” Doom glowered. His gauntlets danced across the 
keyboard as he entered commands. She heard the whine and 
thud of turrets extending in the corridors of the keep. “Shall 
I relieve you of some subjects, your majesty?” he snarled. 

 “If you’ve figured the turrets out then you can use the 
public address,” Lady Sable said coldly. “I suggest you do 
so.” 

 Doom tapped in a few more commands. “Now hear 
this,” he said, his spooky voice rolling around the command 
module and beyond. “Fisk, come to the central command. 
You wished to have Doom, and he is here.” Doom flicked 
the switch off. 

 “What happened to you, Victor?” Lady Sable asked 
quietly, subdued. 

 “I got married,” he said caustically. 

 “I thought that was just a rumor. Since I wasn’t invited,” 
she added a bit icily, “I couldn’t believe you were actually 
going through with a wedding.” 

 “We all make mistakes,” he intoned.  

 “I like the armor,” she noted. “Not the mask. You can 
do better.” 

 “It is not for you to like or dislike,” Doom said. “Put the 
gun down or I will kill you.” His voice was empty, but she 
heard a sincerity in his words that unsettled her more than 
any rage could. She holstered her weapon. Doom returned 
his attention to the keypads. 

 The door slid open and Fisk maneuvered his bulk 
through it. “You wished to see me, your Majesty?” he said 
sarcastically. 

 “You will speak when spoken to, bandit,” Doom snarled, 
his voice amplified. 
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 “You mean to intimidate me?” Fisk said, his face 
darkening. 

 Doom stood abruptly, palms forward, unleashing twin 
lances of searing energy. They flashed across the room, filling 
it with noonday bright for a moment, punching deep into the 
flesh of the huge man. Fisk tottered, then crashed down on 
his back. 

 “Learn your station,” Doom instructed, “or suffer real 
pain.” 

 Fisk panted breathlessly, winded by the blow. Blood 
seeped from the burns in his flesh, but he was not badly 
injured. His incredibly dense body had taken the brunt of the 
blow without complaint. For the moment, he allowed 
himself to appear more badly injured than he was. 

 “More than ever, I see that a satellite center in Latveria 
would be good for both of us,” Fisk managed. “With 
Symkarian protection, my business network, and your access 
to markets we could do great things in Europe and Asia.” 

 “No,” Doom said, his voice flat. “If that’s what you 
wanted, then you have your answer. Interfere in my business 
again and it will be worse for you.” 

 “Think of what my trade could do to protect your 
country,” Fisk pressed, stung by the flat refusal. “It is in your 
best interests to consider my proposal very carefully.” 

 Doom’s laugh was mirthless. He turned his attention to 
the keyboards. As he typed, navigating menus, steel shutters 
rolled down over all the doors but one in the back of the 
chamber. 

 “A plane is preparing to land,” Doom said. “I will be on 
it when it takes off. Further attempts to hinder me will result 
in deaths. So far no one has been killed.” 

 “You can’t leave,” Lady Sable said, tensing and then 
relaxing. 
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 Doom stood, and his gauntlets flashed as their wide 
focused beams played over her station, destroying the central 
nervous system of the castle’s defenses. Furious, she 
snatched her gun from its holster and fired at him. 

 The armor piercing rounds rang and sparked from his 
armor, denting it and leaving small holes. He thrust his 
gauntleted hand at her, and a blast of light snapped into her 
hand. She wheeled and dropped to one knee. Doom 
approached her, dragged her to her feet. She slung a kick into 
him, banging off the armor, and stabbed her thumb at his 
eye.  

 The transparent plate that leaked eerie green light 
protected his eye. She tried to sling him into a throw, but he 
was heavy and strong and well grounded. He snatched her 
shoulder, squeezing it so the bones shifted against each 
other. Then without further ceremony he dragged her from 
the chamber. 

 “If he can’t be used,” Fisk murmured from the dimness 
of the floor, “he can be replaced.” 

 

 Doom strode out towards the runway as the mercenaries 
lowered the steps and head down to the tarmac. They saw 
Lady Sable being dragged towards them, her face drawn with 
pain as his grip settled deep in her shoulder. 

 One of the mercenaries swore and leveled a rifle at 
Doom. He pointed his palm at the man and fired a lance of 
energy through him, blowing his chest to pieces. As the 
corpse toppled down the steps, two other mercenaries leaped 
down the steps, tumbled, and popped up with their guns 
pointed at Doom. 

 “Any more resistance and she dies,” Doom intoned 
menacingly. Lady Sable nodded. The mercenaries lowered 
their weapons. 
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 Doom blasted them in quick succession, knocking them 
back lifeless. Lady Sable screamed as he did, and he rounded 
on her. 

 “I warned you,” he hissed. “You will command the 
others to refuel the plane and fly me to Latveria and I will 
consider letting you return here with your lives. If ever I am 
attacked by you or your people in my home again there will 
be a river of blood that may serve to quench the burning 
gates of Hell. Do you understand?” he snarled. 

 The Lady Sable nodded curtly, trying not to pass out as 
her bones shifted in his enhanced grip. He swung her around 
and shoved her up the steps onto the plane. 

 “Refuel. We’re going to Latveria,” she said curtly to the 
remaining two crew. 

 “What is this?” Doom asked, gripping her elbow and 
bringing her around to see the plastic bodybag strapped to 
the table in the plane. 

 “A prisoner Fisk wanted,” winced the Lady Sable.  

 Not releasing her, Doom tore the bag to see the face of 
the man inside. 

 He laughed and laughed, his insane mechanical cackle 
chilling all who heard it. 

 “We leave without delay!” he shouted. Then he laughed 
again… 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 Less than twenty minutes later the plane lifted off. 

 “It’s a short flight,” Lady Sable said. “You could have 
taken a truck.” 

 “I wanted to fly,” Doom murmured menacingly. For a 
long moment they looked at each other. The two surviving 
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mercenaries were piloting the jet, and Rasputin was asleep in 
the back. 

 “What happened to you, Victor?” Lady Sable asked, tears 
threatening in her eyes. 

 “This,” he replied softly. He unclasped the mask and 
pulled it from his face. Strands of melted flesh clung to the 
back of the mask, oozing as he pulled it free of his head. 
Green light flooded the interior of the craft. 

 Lady Sable stared, her face chalk white, fighting back the 
scream that constricted her chest and throat. She gasped, 
unable to breathe, struggling not to vomit. 

 Doom’s chuckle was positively eerie. 

* 

 Illyana struggled to wake, pushing through the gauzy 
layers of unconsciousness between her and the real world. 

 “Damn,” she muttered as she felt the pain through the 
padding of narcotic painkillers. “What happened?” 

 She was on a hospital bed. Logan sat by the bed. He 
cleared his throat. 

 “You chased the purse snatcher,” he said. “Then his pal 
shot you in the back with a shotgun. You’re lucky to be alive. 
Strange said he knew some trick to heal you up so yer not 
crippled. I hope he’s right.” 

 “He’s right,” she nodded, wincing.  

 “They got Piotr,” Logan added grimly.  

 She pulled an i.v. out with a wince. “Dammit,” she 
muttered. “Help me out, will you?” 

 “You sure you should be unhooked from all these 
gizmos?” Logan asked apprehensively. 

 “I’m your daughter, right?” she said through gritted 
teeth. “A little healing I can manage.” Together they plucked 
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all the instrumentation off her, out of her, and away from 
her. 

 “Just don’t do anything without me,” Logan grumbled. “I 
am not going to be left behind when it’s payback time.” 

 “Pick me up,” she said, “and we’ll go get this sorted out.”  

 He picked her up, and a stepping disk flared around them 
both. 

* 

 Piotr moaned, and shook his head. He rose to his knees, 
looking around the small stone room. It was twenty feet to a 
side, with a fifteen foot roof. No windows. Only a little straw 
on the floor. 

 As he looked around, he saw the power armor in the 
corner with the eerie green glow coming from the eyes and 
mouth of the helmet. 

 “Victor?” he said uncertainly. Then, more boldly: “What 
is the meaning of this!” 

 “I rescued you,” Doom’s modulated voice said. “Fisk 
captured you and flew you to Symkaria, I don’t know why.” 

 “Fisk!” Piotr exploded. “Then you must release me!” 

 “I must do nothing,” Doom intoned. “You are now 
leverage for me. He will attack. I have something he wants. 
So you remain my prisoner.” 

 Piotr let out a shout as he flexed harder than flesh can 
flex. Energy rippled across him, and in its wake flesh became 
organic steel. His smooth steel eyes glared at Victor. 

 “I will not be your prisoner,” he growled. 

 Doom released twin blasts from his palms, slashing into 
Piotr and slamming him across the room to break stone. The 
big steel man bounced off the wall and clattered to the 
ground on his elbows and knees. Then he launched into a 
sprinting tackle at the man in power armor. 



 

170 

 Doom bounded to the side and snatched Piotr’s wrist as 
the big man hurled past. Swinging him, he sent Piotr crashing 
into another wall. Piotr was on his feet in a moment, and 
Doom came to him. 

 Piotr snatched his arm, and Doom fired a point blank 
power blast into his eyes. Then snagged his wrist, clamping 
down with the armor’s full power. Gripping him by the wrist 
and the throat, Doom slammed the bigger man flat on his 
back, breaking the stone, then he slung a power-assisted 
blow into the big man’s face. Another, another, the pounding 
impacts smashing stone under Piotr’s head. Bringing his 
forearms together and down on Piotr’s head left the steel 
man teetering on the edge of unconsciousness. 

 He gripped at Doom, tearing his tabard. Doom swept 
him up to his feet and slammed a two fisted blow that used 
every inch of power in Doom’s body and armor right into 
Piotr’s chest. The huge man went limp, sailing back and 
crashing into the wall then toppling. Doom knelt by him, 
slamming into his head and back with blow after blow, 
punching and pummeling the steel Russian. 

 After a minute, he stood and backed away, bright silver 
fluid oozing from his power fists. He regarded the misshapen 
and broken gauntlets. Inside his mask, he smiled. Then he 
left Piotr to contemplate his position. 

 The big man slid back to fleshy state and groaned, 
bleeding from small cuts. 

 He was worried. 

* 

 Logan looked around the garden, eyes wide. He had not 
been to the underspace since she had… remodeled. He 
turned to look at Illyana, who was in her goat-legged form 
with horns curling out of her forehead and a dainty tail over 
the arm of her throne. She was meditating, looking oddly 
lifeless. 
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 Logan lit a cigar, and stretched his legs by walking around 
the throne area looking into the ranks of tended flowers. At 
the end of a row, a demon looked up. The stubby creature 
wore a leather apron and gloves, and it was turning dark soil 
over with a hand spade. Logan looked away quickly, trying 
not to laugh. He wasn’t sure how tame these creatures were, 
or if they remembered him slaughtering numbers of them the 
last two times he had been here. 

 He was startled by a clack. He turned to see Illyana on 
her nimble hooves. She stood unharmed, her eyes flaring, 
silver armor sheathing her left side. 

 “Yer okay?” Logan asked hesitantly. 

 “Yes,” she said. “I am the world mage for this 
dimension. Within it I wield incredible power, drawing from 
the energy of the dimension itself. I’m a much more 
dangerous wizard her than I am on Prime. Strange is the 
World Mage for Prime, their Sorcerer Supreme. So what he is 
to Earth,” she said, gesturing around “I am to the 
underspace.” 

 “So if he got shotgunned in Central Park he could just 
sleep it off in an hour or so,” Logan said dubiously. 

 “He’s a lot tougher than I am in a lot of ways,” she 
shrugged. “He might not even need to meditate. Fortunately 
it was a physical attack,” she added. “I can’t shrug off mystic 
damage quite so easily yet.” 

 Logan nodded, puffing on his cigar. “I hear you got 
dimensional cable,” he said. 

 “Yes, let’s scry on my brother,” she said. “Right about 
now I’ll be he’s looking for a rescue.” 

 “You sure you’re okay?” Logan asked quietly. 

 She grinned at him. “Yes. I’m sure,” she said. 

 He gave her a big hug. 

* 
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 The blades of the helicopter thudded through the air as it 
settled on the pad. Fisk stood waiting by the helipad’s edge, 
his heavily armed entourage with him. He was also backed up 
by two packs of mercenaries. 

 A thin man stepped out of the helicopter and swaggered 
towards Fisk. He wore small sunglasses that served to make 
his face look pinched and unhealthy, and his blonde hair was 
whipping about. Behind him were a number of bald and 
bearded thugs in black suits toting submachine guns. 

 “Wilson Fisk,” the thin man said in heavily accented 
American. “Do you have Rasputin?” 

 “Perry Smirinov,” Fisk said with a nod. “Latveria’s king, 
von Doom, just raided here and took the prisoner with him 
to his hole in the ground kingdom. He also kidnapped the 
Lady Sable, this land’s ruler.” He gestured towards the 
sixteen mercenaries that stood with his entourage. “They’re 
ready to help us get her back.” 

 Smirinov glanced at them then nodded. “Very well,” he 
said. “Refuel the copter and we’ll be ready to go.” He looked 
at Fisk. “You better not be trying to pull one over on me.” 

 “Honestly,” Fisk said. “I’m just itching to take another 
shot at His Majesty. He doesn’t think much of bandits like 
us.” Fisk’s cold eyes glittered. 

 Satisfied, Smirinov nodded. “Then let us prepare.” 

* 

 The stepping disk flared. Logan and Illyana stood in the 
battered cell, looking at Piotr. He scrambled up from the 
floor, startled.  

 “I was beginning to wonder,” he said reproachfully. He 
gripped his ribs, one of his eyes was swollen shut, and blood 
trickled from his nose and mouth as he talked. His nose 
looked broken. “Victor! He is insane!” he added in wild eyed 
wonder. 



 

   173 

 “Yer a mess,” Logan said. The door to the cell bashed 
open, and a huge man ducked in. He had a white moustache, 
and the years were heavy upon him, but he was still huge and 
powerful. He hefted a massive ornate warhammer. 

 “Git yer brother ta safety,” Logan said. “I’ll handle this 
lug.” 

 The stepping disk flared again, and Logan was alone with 
the huge guard. 

 “Got a name, bub?” Logan asked. 

 “Boris,” the big man said. “And you have made a terrible 
mistake.” He lunged with the hammer sweeping through the 
air, whistling with incredible force. Logan easily ducked, 
sidestepped, and slammed a punch down into the big man’s 
knee. With a hoarse gasp, Boris folded and crashed down. 
Logan kicked his hammer out of his hand and knelt on his 
chest, gripping his moustache in one fist. 

 “Where’s yer boss?” he snarled. 

 Boris’s hands leaped up to wrap around Logan’s body, 
trying to crush him. 

 “Don’t make me,” Logan muttered, popping his claws. A 
foot of razored adamantium pushed out from between his 
knuckles. 

 Boris didn’t make him. He let go of the smaller man and 
rolled away, clutching his knee in quiet agony. 

 “The battlements,” he said, his voice thick with pain. 
“Do not hurt him,” he begged, looking at Logan with tears in 
his eyes. 

 Logan left him there, darting into the shadowed corridors 
of the haunted palace, claws glinting in the dim light. 

* 

 Stark glanced up as he saw a flare of light out of the 
corner of his eye. He turned and jogged into the medical bay. 
Piotr gratefully sank down on the medical bed, stretching 



 

174 

out. Illyana’s form blurred slightly; Stark blinked, then looked 
again. He had imagined for a moment that she had horns. 

 “Victor beat him up,” Illyana said. 

 “I can’t believe you’re on your feet!” Stark said. “A 
couple hours ago you were an inch from death!” 

 “Well,” she said delicately, “I am a wizard.” With a grin, 
she gestured. A stepping disk flared, a slice of non-space 
between Prime and underspace. Then she was gone. 

 Stark tossed his coffee in the trash and called a doctor to 
come check on Piotr. 

* 

 Doom stood with his armored hands clasped behind his 
back. He had changed into fresh armor for the coming 
invasion. 

 “I feel it should be dark and storming, at night, for this 
sort of thing. Don’t you?” echoed his metallic voice as it 
drifted out into the beautiful serenity of early afternoon. 

 “You got scanners in that can?” Logan asked, stepping 
out of the stairwell onto the parapet. 

 “Why are you here?” Victor asked. Nicely. 

 “We rescued Piotr,” Logan shrugged. “Hope that’s not a 
problem.” 

 “Did you harm Boris?” 

 “I harmed him some, yeah,” Logan shrugged. “He may 
have some trouble dancing, but it’s nothing—“ 

 The lancing blasts of energy caught Logan by surprise, 
punching deep into him and blasting him into the stairwell. 
He slammed back, airborne, wildly out of control. His heels 
caught on the railing of the spiral staircase, and Doom was 
satisfied to hear the clattering thuds of his flesh-wrapped 
adamantium banging on stone as he rolled down the stairs. 
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 With a flare of energy, a stepping disk deposited Illyana 
on the parapet. Her goat legs skipped slightly, her tail had 
poise. Horns curled dramatically from her forehead. 

 “Flames of Faltine!” she shouted, an arcane gesture 
invoking the blasting energies that slashed at Doom’s 
defenses. 

 He leaped to the side. “Shields of the Seraphim,” he 
intoned, tracing hyperdimensional coordinates with his 
gauntlets. He focused his will. The flames spattered from his 
dense shield. “Now, you saucy tart, see what power you have 
given me.” He hunched slightly, green light and mist flaring 
from his pitted mask. Then he thrust his hand forward, and a 
gout of raw cascading dark magic flared green, tumbling 
from his gauntlet and slashing at her. 

 She whipped up a rudimentary defense, jabbed at the 
attack with her sword, but the boiling evil sorcery broke over 
her and slammed her back to the wall. Driven back and 
bloodied, she felt her armor blaze with heat as it protected 
her from the mutating foulness of the chaos magic that roiled 
in Doom. 

 She bounded up on her hooves, her cloak swirling the 
last foulness away. The amulet at her throat flashed, and she 
was shielded by a more potent array of defenses as she wove 
a pattern with her sword. 

 “The Crimson Screen of Cttrock will defend me!” she 
cried somewhat hoarsely. 

 Doom blasted her with the energy repulsors set in his 
gauntlets, the lances of technological energy flaring out and 
blasting her shield, through it, crisping skin as it drove her 
back against the wall of the tower again. He followed the 
startling attack with another wash of chaos, and then he 
chanted as he drew from a deeper well of power. Illyana 
shuddered as she heard the name of Cthon invoked. 

  “By the Vishanti!” she cried. “I strike true!” She sprang 
at him desperately with her sword. 
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 “What, again?” Doom said dryly. Magic blasted around 
her as she had never felt it before, and she was barely 
conscious after the tremendous thunderclap of dark sorcery 
crushed through her defenses and sprawled her across the 
flagstones. Her very skin bled from the force of his attack. 

 She feebly stirred, her sword rasping on the rock as she 
pulled it to her. Doom stood at a respectful distance as the 
battlements wisped steam from the might of the magic he 
now commanded. “Finished?” he inquired, hate thinly veiled 
in his voice. 

 He did not turn, he simply pointed with his gauntlet and 
another blast of energy licked forth, catching the stealthy 
Logan and blasting him over the edge of the parapet. With a 
yelp, the short man was knocked out into the air, hundreds 
of feet above the ground. He tried to relax as he fell. 

 “Why,” Illyana managed, appalled by the numbness of 
her lips. “Why did you take Piotr?” 

 “I didn’t,” Doom stated. “I stole him from mercenaries 
who captured him for an American named Fisk. I have no 
idea why they wanted him, I certainly wouldn’t. I took him 
from Fisk for spite. Fisk will now come and attack me and I 
will punish him. He tried to attack me as well, you see.” He 
regarded Illyana as she shakily regained her feet, leaning 
heavily on her sword. 

 He came to a decision, and nodded. “Take Logan and go. 
Never come here again,” he said. 

 Blood trickled across her skin where it welled out of the 
burns and ragged holes. She could do little more than nod, 
exhausted. A stepping disk flared, capturing Logan, and 
another one for her. 

 Alone, Doom turned to meet his fate. 

 Already his sensors had alerted him to a small helicopter 
fleet incoming from Symkaria. He turned to face it alone. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 Less than ten minutes later the five helicopters swarmed 
over the hill. Inside his mask, Doom grinned. He hefted two 
plasma rifles. 

 As the helicopters lined up for a shot on the palace, he 
blasted with the rifles in three round bursts. His armor easily 
handled independent tracking and recoil. Refined plasma 
spattered through the windshields of the two choppers in the 
lead, furiously burrowing through the fragile flesh of the 
pilots. As two of the helicopters exploded, the other three 
scattered, assisted by the shock wave from the bursting 
firestorms of the other choppers. 

 Two of them opened up with chain guns, wildly 
inaccurate at this range and while moving. The other fired off 
two salvos of missiles. Doom blasted one salvo and damaged 
another helicopter before the missiles pounded home on the 
parapet, blasting chunks of stone everywhere, shaking the 
earth and filling the sky with smoke and clouds of pulverized 
stone and smoke and dust. 

 From the wreckage of the parapet more packets of 
plasma zipped out, slapping across another helicopter. They 
all wheeled and flew to a further distance. As two of them 
landed in a clearing, the missile copter unloaded its full 
payload into the front of the palace. 

 The delicate towers were blasted, they toppled, the fine 
stonework of its facing exploded and torn and shattered. The 
palace was pocked, devastated, and marred beyond 
recognition by the salvo. Then, aimed plasma bursts from the 
smoky wreckage blew the missile copter out of the air. 

 One of the two surviving helicopters that had landed was 
seared, its surface on one side still hissing and bubbling. Fisk 
and Smirikov regrouped under the trees with a handful of 
their guards. The mercenaries had been destroyed to a man. 
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 “Do you think he is still alive in that mess?” one of the 
thugs asked, looking doubtfully at the shattered face of the 
castle. 

 “The helicopter didn’t self destruct,” Fisk grunted. “Let’s 
go find him.” He turned to one of his thugs, who opened a 
case. Smirikov watched as Fisk donned two heavy grade steel 
gauntlets. He gestured, and one of his thugs brought a case. 
Smirikov donned gauntlets of his own; slimmer, oddly 
shaped. 

 “Shall we go and get Rasputin?” Smirikov asked Fisk. 

 “By all means,” the American nodded. 

 The two gangsters headed towards the wrecked castle 
with their entourage. 

 

 Less than half an hour later they approached the flaming 
village. Chunks of the palace still fell from time to time, like a 
calving iceberg. Trees flamed, the village flamed, the castle 
flamed. Some of the missiles had been napalm, and some 
concussive, some armor piercing. Now the invaders 
approached the half-destroyed village, weapons armed. They 
kept a wary lookout. 

 Fisk was sweating heavily. He was not used to this much 
activity. 

 They saw a figure stride out of the flames of the village. 
His tabard and cloak and hood had been burned off, his 
armor was dented and scarred. From some of the seams 
blood sizzled on the hot armor. But Doom was very much 
on his feet. 

 The group stopped fifty feet from the village. Doom 
stopped on the outskirts of the village. 

 “Give us Rasputin!” Smirikov shouted across the 
distance. 
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 Doom’s amplified voice reached them easily. “He was 
rescued by his sister. He is not here.” 

 Smirikov gave Fisk a disgusted look, then turned his 
attention back to Doom. “Sorry to have troubled you!” he 
shouted. He turned, and his thugs left with him. 

 Fisk gritted his teeth, an insane light glinting in his eye. 
He had told them to kill the sister… the witch… the 
teleporter. So much for Lady Sable’s famous mercenaries. 

 Fisk walked closer to the village, his thugs keeping a 
respectful and perhaps intimidated distance between 
themselves and their leader. 

 “You have not left,” Doom called. “Why do you stay? 
What do you think you want?” There was something bitter in 
his voice. 

 Fisk doggedly walked closer. 

 “Stop!” Doom commanded. He fired with his repulsors, 
casually killing two of the three thugs that were still with 
Fisk. The third turned and ran for his life. 

 Fisk stopped. His chest was heaving, his face gray with 
the strain. “I had these fashioned to do battle with Rasputin,” 
he said, brandishing his gauntleted fists. “Now I would try 
them against you. No one cheeks me and lives, king or 
otherwise. Not that this is much of a kingdom,” he said, his 
voice acid as he gestured at the capital of Latveria, crumbling 
and in flames. 

 “It’s too late for that,” Doom murmured. “Too late for 
challenges, too late for mockery. That cannot touch me any 
longer. But you fail to see that,” he added, strength in his 
voice. “Just as you will fail to see everything else the rest of 
your life if you do not go home.” 

 “Fight me!” Fisk shouted. 

 Victor’s hand snapped up, his palm flared, and a bolt of 
vicious energy lanced out and poured through Fisk’s eye. 
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Fisk screamed as flame licked out of his hissing eye socket, 
his eye burned out of his head. In a frenzy of loss and pain 
he keeled over, clawing at his boiling socket. Howling mad, 
he crawled into the forest. 

 Doom watched him go dispassionately. He could track 
the vast crawling thing later if need be. For now… he turned 
and faced his kingdom, its flames dancing in the reflection on 
his faceplate. 

 Fire extinguishers billowed in the science center as the 
villagers cautiously came out after he gave the all clear signal. 
In minutes, a bucket brigade was established, but Victor von 
Doom did nothing to help. He stood senseless, his energy 
packs nearly drained, barely on his feet as his body and 
twisted mind stung with the impacts he had endured. 

 Boris approached him, limping with the aid of a crutch. 
Several others did as well. 

 “You live,” Boris said with mixed relief and anxiety. “My 
Lord?” 

 “I live,” Doom said harshly. “Latveria, like my mind, 
burns. And, like my mind, it will be refashioned in a different 
image.” He turned to Boris. “Lady Sable?” 

 “She is safe, Lord,” Boris said. 

 “Bring her… bring her to me,” Doom intoned. 

 

 Time passed, the flames died, the ruin of Latveria 
smoked as the lost people cried and looked around for 
meaning in this disruption of the uninterrupted order of their 
lives. Doom stood apart, waiting, unwilling or unable to 
move. 

 Boris returned, slow and halting, with the Lady Sable. 
She was not restrained. 

 “Seems you’ve got a mess,” she said, her voice hard. 
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 “The time has come for us to combine our kingdoms for 
mutual defense,” he said, almost dreamily. “Your packs are 
destroyed, my town ravaged. I will rule, you will supervise 
defense.” 

 “No,” she said, anger creasing her expression. “Not a 
chance. I will not answer to you. You’re mad, Victor.” 

 “Please, call me Doom,” he murmured. “We are stronger 
together than we are separately. Latveria has no heir. When I 
die, if you join me now, you can be the rightful ruler of the 
combined state.” 

 The smoke washed out the sunlight, making it pale and 
surreal as soot drifted across the idyllic lake. Lady Sable 
looked at Doom with the caution appropriate to dealing with 
madmen. 

 “Why wouldn’t I just kill you and take it all?” she asked. 

 “Honor,” he shrugged. “Curiosity.” He laughed hollowly. 
“Maybe I don’t care. I have a vision,” he said, turning to her. 
She looked at the pitted, cracked, chipped eyeslits, the foggy 
green light that rolled out of them. She wondered if he could 
see at all. 

 “First,” he murmured, “You will rebuild the fortress. 
Make it unassailable. You know how.” 

 “I do,” she nodded, mesmerized by his strange 
fascinating presence. He was truly mad, she thought with 
wonder. And she found herself tugged by the current of that 
madness. 

 “The future is what we make it,” he whispered. And for a 
moment she was overwhelmed with respect, fear, pity… and 
she knew for a fact that he would not harm her. 

 “I will help you,” she said. 

 Under his mask, Doom smiled. 

 

July 6 



 

182 

 Two weeks passed before Stark and Logan walked up to 
the specialized facility on the outskirts of New York. They 
walked through the glass door and up to the receptionist. 

 “We called ahead,” Stark said. “Stark, Anthony Stark.” 

 The receptionist checked the computer. “Yes, Mr. Stark. 
He’s in room twelve.” A nurse stepped forward and led the 
pair to the double wide door. 

 Stark walked in with Logan behind him. On a massive 
bed, Fisk lay looking oddly helpless. Swathed in hospital 
attire the size of a tent, his face half bandaged, he lay with his 
mouth partly open. He was motionless. Three bodyguards 
stood in the room, positioned and passive. 

 Stark stood next to the vast bed. “Hello, Wilson,” he 
said. 

 “Anthony,” sneered the huge man. “Come to gloat at my 
blindness?” 

 “No,” Stark said, shaking his head. “Not at all. I’m glad 
it’s not on my conscience, actually. I just wanted to wish you 
well.” 

 “You taught that whelp how to make that armor. You 
can say this is not on your conscience?” Fisk snarled. 

 “I told him he couldn’t kill anyone with it. And I told 
him to restrict its use to his own kingdom as much as 
possible. The way I hear it, you attacked his castle and he was 
defending himself.” 

 “Don’t believe everything you hear,” Fisk muttered 
sullenly.  

 Stark nodded. “Good luck,” he said. He left. Logan 
remained. 

 “I came here to gloat,” Logan said stubbornly. “We got 
the exclusives in the South American defense contract 
agreements, by the way.” He leaned forward, close to the 
man on the bed. “And if you ever, ever so much as think 
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about calling in a hit on any of the Rasputins ever again, or 
our nearest and dearest, I’ll fillet yer fat ass. Maybe you can 
beat up Piotr. Big deal, so can his gramma. Try that on me 
and I’ll cut you to the bone. I got no patience for assassins or 
their employers. Word to the wise.” Logan spared a look to 
each of the three bodyguards in the room, who were very 
tense indeed. Then he spun on his heel and left the hospital 
room. 

 Fisk felt more alone than he ever had before. 

 

 Logan caught up to Stark in the parking lot. “Stark,” he 
said. “I need… I need a leave of absence.” 

 Stark looked suddenly alarmed. “I thought we worked all 
that out,” he said. 

 “No, not like that,” Logan said. “I got my family worked 
out, the job’s working out, I got no complaints. I just got… I 
got some personal stuff,” he finished lamely. 

 “Okay,” Stark said. “When? Two weeks?” 

 “Now?” Logan managed, not meeting Stark’s eyes. 

 “You don’t even want a ride back to the complex?” Stark 
asked, puzzled. Logan apologetically shook his head. 

 Stark took his measure, then shrugged. “I’ll miss you 
while you’re gone,” he said. “Let me know when you need 
help.” 

 Logan smiled crookedly. “Will do, chief. Will do.” 

 Stark got into the limo, and Logan watched it drive away.  

 He started walking. Walking always helped. 

* 

 Strange stood at the stove with an apron on, his 
shirtsleeves rolled up, looking oddly relaxed and debonair at 
the same time as he wokked the stir fry. Illyana had another 
wok where she was frying the rice. Piotr sat at the table, 
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basically recovered from his beating. He sprang out of his 
chair and jogged to the front door as the doorbell rang. Then 
Logan joined them. 

 “Glad you could make it for dinner,” Strange said warmly 
as Logan sat down. “Just about ready.” 

 “I set the table,” Piotr said proudly in a way that firmly 
conveyed his disapproval of Logan not contributing anything 
to the effort. 

 Supper was a bright and pleasant affair that didn’t take 
very long at all. Even with the extra food they had cooked, 
between Logan and Piotr there were no survivors to make it 
to Tupperware lifeboats. 

 They leaned back, dinner eaten. Strange glanced at the 
Rasputins, then sighed. “I’m afraid I’ve got some pressing 
Planetary business to care for,” he said. “If you’ll please 
excuse me.” He stood and headed upstairs. 

 Logan shifted restlessly. “I’m gonna hafta leave.” 

 “So did our host,” Piotr said. “I’ll see you back at the 
complex.” 

 “I mean leave,” Logan managed. 

 “It’s too late for you to get your beauty sleep, Logan,” 
Piotr said fondly. 

 “I mean,” Logan said through his teeth with remarkable 
self control, “leave New York.” He glared at Piotr balefully. 
“Now shut up or git. I got some talkn ta do.” 

 Piotr blinked at him. Logan turned to Illyana. 

 “I finally saw what’s scarin me,” he said to Illyana. “I 
looked it in the eye. When I was talkn ta Doom, I saw a man 
gone crazy cuza love gone wrong. I’m scared ta death that’ll 
be me, if I find love an it goes sour. For a long time that was 
okay. But now? Now I know what’s scarin me. And if I let 
it,” he said, shaking his head, “then I’m runnin, and I’ve 
worked too hard and got too much goin for me ta back out 
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now, ta live scared. I gotta know. I gotta know what’ll 
happen if I go for it instead a wonderin what it coulda been 
if I’da had the guts.” He shook his head. “I gotta go find 
Betsy. On my own. In my own way. An see what’s what.” He 
sighed. “I know you understand, kid,” he murmured. 
“Doncha.” 

 “I do,” she whispered, moved. 

 He nodded curtly, stood, and left. He paused only to 
grab his coat on the way out the door. 

 “What was that about?” Piotr asked in wonder and 
puzzlement. 

 “Oh shut up,” Illyana said with a sniffle, wiping at her 
eyes. 

 “I don’t understand that short and hairy man!” Piotr said 
in exasperation, and what he would have said next was lost as 
a stepping disk swelled around him, chair and all, and 
deposited him in his room in Stark’s complex. 

 Illyana sat at the table for a moment collecting her 
thoughts, then she headed upstairs. 

 Strange was just hanging up the phone as she padded 
down the hall. She peeked into his office. “Got a minute?” 
she said. 

 “Yes,” he replied. “The distribution center finally got it 
all sorted out. The Planetary will ship on time after all. Lucky 
for us.” 

 “Lucky,” Illyana echoed. 

 “I was doing some research,” he added, his eyes roving 
his desk. “Reshelve the books and report to me on what I 
was researching.” 

 “You got it,” she replied. 

 “And now,” he said, sitting back and looking into her 
eyes, “It’s your turn.” 
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 She sighed. “I should have just killed Victor,” she said. “I 
can’t stand seeing him… like this.” 

 Strange nodded thoughtfully, letting that sink in for a 
minute. “Is that what you really believe?” he asked gently. 

 “I don’t know,” she muttered, her legs twisting to hooves 
as she hopped up to perch on a chair. Her tail draped 
listlessly over the back of the chair as she hugged her knees. 
“It all happened so fast. I just… reacted. After thinking it 
over, I wish I had just disarmed him, separated them, and 
given them a chance to work it out later.” 

 “It wasn’t your responsibility,” Strange said, flicking a 
mote of dust from his desktop. 

 “Maybe not,” she said. “Because I’m an apprentice. But 
when I’m a wizard it will be. And I was their friend. So it was 
my responsibility to think more clearly. I owed them that 
much.” 

 Strange sighed. “This is why we must have our morals 
and ethics firmly in place before we enter battle. The 
principles can guide us when circumstances and emotions 
have no reliable landmarks in a situation.” 

 “That’s just it,” she said. “I was guided by the principle 
of not killing Victor. Or anybody else. Or letting anybody get 
killed. That’s what got me into this mess.” 

 “You regret letting him live,” Strange restated. 

 “Yes,” Illyana said. “I should have just killed him. 

 “Is that the only solution?” Strange asked. “Is he beyond 
redemption?” 

 “Can you take the warpstone out?” she shot back. 

 “No,” Strange said. “That’s beyond even me. If he 
wished to be free of it, perhaps. But he has made it a part of 
him. To him, it represents everything he has lost. The 
warpstone has become a part of his soul as well as his body. 
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But… but what is redemption? It is not the same thing as 
restoration.” 

 She contained her impatience. “Wizards talk in circles,” 
she said clearly. 

 He nodded. “They think in circles too. And act in 
circles.” He smiled. 

 Illyana sighed slightly. “Logan once told me that a circle 
viewed from the side could be a spiral,” she said. “That 
makes very little sense.” 

 Strange leaned back and closed his eyes. “Maybe,” he 
said, “all it means is that sooner or later everything comes 
back around.” His smile grew. “Maybe that’s not what it 
means.” 
 “And to think,” Illyana speculated, “Someday I’ll get to 
be this vague.” 

 “Only if you do your homework on time,” Strange 
admonished, “and recite all the Sigils of Faltine in order 
while undoing the Seals of the Vishanti.” He chuckled. 

 “You know,” she said thoughtfully. “One advantage to 
being your apprentice is that you don’t ask me to write 
Planetary articles.” 

 “You know, I hadn’t thought of that,” Strange said. 
Illyana sensed imminent danger and wished she had kept her 
mouth shut, but it was too late now. “Perhaps you could give 
me a report on the translations of the Book of Nod that are 
available at public and private libraries nationwide, a piece for 
booklovers.” 

 “Are you sure you’re a good wizard and not an evil 
wizard?” she asked innocently. 

 “I just figure that for all that’s come around, I might as 
well have some go around,” he replied with equal innocence. 

 As they laughed, Illyana’s thoughts went with Logan, but 
now she had a feeling he would be okay. 


