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Introduction and Foreword 

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

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

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

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

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 Kristy, who understands that it all ties together at the bottom. 

To Kyle, willing to listen as I worked out the tangles. 

To Jason, who settled for a world of conspiracies instead of urban legends 

To Mom, who chose her battles 
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CHOOSING BATTLES 

PROLOGUE 

 

 The silence was broken only by the huge sorcerer‟s 
harsh breathing as he crouched in the dimness. The ledge 
that supported him seemed the same as the countless ledges 
above and below it, stretching out to a fogged extremity of 
distance that the mind could not comprehend. Yet the 
sorcerer had stopped at this one low archway on the ledge, 
which looked the same as the thousands of archways that 
surrounded it. 

 Slapping his hard, muscled hand against the stone of the 
archway, the sorcerer concentrated for a moment and then 
grunted in satisfaction. His iron-hard black nails relentlessly 
contracted against the stone, then he tugged with the 
considerable might at his command. The whole slab was 
sucked out of the sealed entryway. 

 Behind the seal was a darkness, an unfathomable 
darkness where an impossibly ancient monster opened its 
eyes and tasted freedom. The darkness seemed to coalesce, 
to take form, to surrender its inscrutability. And the sorcerer 
on the ledge grinned, his sharp black teeth glistening in the 
empty shadowless dim. 

 “I chose the right back door,” he murmured, his voice 
flickering with malice.  

 “Belasco,” purred a smooth voice from the tomblike 
prison. “You‟ve come for me. Took your time, didn‟t you?” 

 “I had to wait for the equinox on Prime,” Belasco 
muttered. “That is, if you wanted me to break you out the 
back way without rupturing the Seal that held you in.” 
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 “Indeed,” whispered the prisoner. He quickly stepped 
out of the darkness onto the ledge as the dimensions began 
to slide apart again; this was a place of back doors, and the 
access it granted was not reliable. “You‟ve gone to a great 
deal of trouble for me,” the prisoner said. 

 He was tall, slender, with shocking white hair and 
angular, pointed features. His eyes were merry and sadistic, 
bottomlessly fascinating. He straightened, and brushed at his 
tunic. 

 “We‟re even,” Belasco growled in a low voice. “For the 
Weapon you gave me.” 

 “Ah, yes, that.” The prisoner grinned mirthlessly, his 
small sharp teeth revealed. “Very well, I agree. You are 
relieved of your debt. And you wanted something?” 

 Belasco nodded. “True. But we should not talk here.” 

 “Give me a moment,” the prisoner said, taking a deep 
breath. “There. Free of that miserable hole. Now. Let‟s go to 
one of my more attractive pocket dimensions.” His elfin 
hands twitched and whirled through hyperdimensional 
coordinates, and time and space bent around the two 
sorcerers. 

 

 A moment later, candles flickered to life in the 
sumptuously appointed grotto somewhere near, but not on, 
Prime. Belasco prowled into the room, glancing around. 
Heavy iron staples held his head on to his neck, and charred 
ash sifted from him with every movement. 

 “Somewhat the worse for wear, I see,” the white-haired 
sorcerer noted with some amusement as he moved to the 
counter and poured himself a goblet of wine from a carafe.  

 “True enough, Mordred,” Belasco said. “After I was 
beheaded, it took me some time to get myself back together 
and get Limbo under my control once more. Then Illyana 
returned with her friends, regained her memory, and 
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banished me once more. This time she and her cronies 
burned me to cinders in the lava flows.” 

 “I warned you about those lava flows,” Mordred noted, 
chuckling. Belasco was not amused. 

 “Of course I survived,” he said sourly. “But it‟s time I 
settled the whelp and took my dimension back.” He spread 
his hands and looked down at his charred reddish body. “As 
you said, I‟m a mess.” 

 “And as long as she‟s acting as World Mage of Limbo 
you can‟t reconstitute yourself,” Mordred finished. He tossed 
back the goblet of wine, smacking his lips just slightly as his 
eyes took a distant cast. “I can siphon enough power off her 
dimension for you to heal fully. Then I can give you the 
power you need to win the battle.” 

 “I know you can,” nodded Belasco. “That‟s why I freed 
you. What‟s your fee?” 

 Mordred was thoughtful for a moment. “I will destroy 
Strange,” he murmured thoughtfully. 

 “How about this. If you help me, then I will destroy 
Strange‟s apprentice,” Belasco growled. 

 “That‟s very good,” Mordred nodded, a smile spreading 
across his face. “Very good indeed. I agree.” 

 “Excellent,” Belasco said, a sneer threatening to warp 
his smile. “Illyana Rasputin is Strange‟s apprentice.”  

 “That was cleverly done,” Mordred said, his eyes 
glittering and his smile unsettling. “I‟ll remember your wit. At 
any rate, destroying this whelp can only help us both.” He 
strolled up the dais to his throne. He slid down to the 
cushions and threw his legs over the arm of the chair. 

 “Illyana believes she is World Mage of Limbo,” 
Mordred noted. “Does she suspect the power you still have 
in her realm?” 
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 “I do not believe so,” Belasco said, “or she would have 
hunted me down by now.” 

 “You said she is Strange‟s apprentice. If I know Strange, 
he will have surrounded himself with a small army of flunkies 
by now.” Mordred rose swiftly and crossed the room, 
opening a box and reverently removing a handful of 
knucklebones. He strode over to a stone cylinder that stood 
out of the floor like a table. He breathed over his handful of 
bones, then cast them. They clattered down, arranging 
themselves in a pattern. He examined the divination closely, 
then sighed. 

 “Indeed,” he murmured. “Well, we‟ll just get all of them 
busy, then lure Strange away from Prime.” He turned to 
Belasco. “The World Mage of Limbo is a whelp. The World 
Mage of Prime, the Sorcerer Supreme, is not. He sealed me 
away shortly after he arrived in this dimension. I won‟t let 
him do it again.” 

 “So you‟ll strip him of his people then lure him to a 
battleground of your choosing,” Belasco said with a nod. 

 “Just so,” Mordred said, watching the unmoving bones. 
“Hm.” He gestured, and a scryeing portal opened. Belasco 
watched with interest as Mordred skimmed through Limbo 
unchecked by mystic defenses. 

 “There,” Mordred pointed, and Belasco saw a black 
stone on a pedestal. The stone was about the size of a large 
marble, and it was black through and through. “That‟s a 
darkstone,” Mordred said. He grinned. “I can‟t believe she‟s 
got it there so ripe for the plucking. I‟ll send you back to 
Limbo. You get that stone and replace it with this,” he said, 
gesturing. A black stone just like the one on the pedestal 
materialized in Mordred‟s hand. “This is a siphon that will 
allow me to subtly steal enough energy from the dimension 
to heal you entirely. And it will give me a spyglass to 
continually monitor Limbo.” 
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 “I am satisfied,” Belasco said, taking the dark stone. 
“When do we begin?” 

 Mordred just smiled. “We have already begun,” he 
purred. 
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PART ONE 

CHAPTER ONE 

Wednesday, September 24 

 An anomaly in the sleeping young man‟s environment 
made his sleep shallow as deeper senses cast about for what 
was out of place. 

 Bacon. 

 The young man blinked, and sat up. He glanced at the 
clock; seven thirty. In the morning. He sniffed; sure enough, 
bacon. Swinging his legs out of bed, he rose and padded 
soundlessly to the bedroom door. Peeking out, he saw the 
blazing red hair of an attractive woman who stood at the 
stove with her back to him. 

 He grinned. 

 Then he blinked in confusion. Strolling out into his 
kitchenette living room, he cleared his throat. “Is it 
Wednesday or what?” he asked. 

 “It is Wednesday,” she replied, fresh hissing rising from 
the pan as she turned the bacon. She wore dish washing 
gloves, a tee shirt, and hip hugging jeans that did justice to 
the curvaceous womanly shapes that filled them out. 

 “You still work at Doctor Medford‟s office, right?” he 
pressed on, trying to sort his morning out. 

 “Yes,” she nodded. “But I work part time and get 
Wednesdays off. You‟ve forgotten what‟s going on today, 
haven‟t you,” she added matter-of-factly. 

 He froze. Flashed through dates; birthday, anniversary 
of first date, day she got her cat. Nothing came up. He 
swallowed hard, fear chilling him for a moment. 
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 “You know me well enough,” he said casually, “that 
there‟s absolutely no point in me playing for time until I 
remember. So you better just tell me what‟s special about 
Wednesday, September twenty fourth.” 

 “Tandy‟s having auditions for her band today,” the 
redhead said with a mischievous grin. She plucked the bacon 
out of the pan with tongs and laid the strips on the folded 
paper towels in the bowl. “I agreed to be Head Groupie.” 
She turned and looked him over, taking in the lanky young 
man with tousled hair, wandering over the pajamas he slept 
in. “Well worth the effort of getting up to come over, I‟d 
say,” she murmured. 

 “Hoo. You make me feel all naked when you do that, 
Mary Jane Watson,” the young man grinned with a shiver. 

 “We don‟t have time for me to make you all naked, 
Peter Parker,” she replied, turning her back on him as she 
grinned broadly. “And I didn‟t make you breakfast. I just 
cooked bacon. Guaranteed to get any man out of bed to 
investigate. I know what happens to your alarm clock when it 
wakes you up. I don‟t want that to be me.” 

 “Yeah,” he sighed as he sat at the table. “We‟re suckers 
for bacon. Gimmie.” 

 She put the bowl down on the table in front of Peter 
and she pulled the gloves off. “Okay. You‟re about to start 
wondering how this involves you.” 

 “A step ahead of me all the way,” he said in simulated 
slack-jawed awe. 

 “Groupies sometimes need to lift heavy things,” she said 
with a dazzling smile. “You came to mind as someone who 
could be useful for hefting amps.” 

 “I knew it,” he muttered confidentially to his bacon. 
“She just wants me for my body.” 

 “I stand revealed,” she said playfully, leaning back with a 
wicked grin. 
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 “I thought you said there wasn‟t time for that,” he said 
innocently. 

 She chuckled. “So, how did your photo shoot go 
yesterday?” she asked. 

 “Dull!” Peter said. He grabbed a strip of bacon and 
folded it into his mouth. “Glamor models bore me senseless. 
I will never do a fashion shoot again. I‟m gonna stick to taking 
pictures for the Planetary and maybe some freelance.” He 
shrugged. “I‟m not sure I can make it as a photographer,” he 
sighed. 

 “You could at least pretend to chew the bacon,” Mary 
Jane noted as another strip disappeared. 

 “Bah,” Peter said. 

 “You are a man in serious need of a hobby,” Mary Jane 
said thoughtfully. “Besides swinging around the city in tights 
righting wrongs and punishing evildoers.” 

 “Hey,” Peter said. “Watch it. You cooked me bacon, but 
that‟s not carte blanche to caricature my highly complex and 
sensitive lifestyle.” 

 “Right,” Mary Jane said dryly. “Anyway, I thought 
maybe you‟d get a kick out of hanging out with the band.” 

 “Who‟s Tandy got so far?” Peter asked as another strip 
absented itself from the bowl. 

 “Well, she‟s doing keyboards and vocals,” Mary Jane 
said, watching the bacon vanish. “Tyrone‟s got guitar. She 
needs a couple more people, but unless there are a few rock 
stars in the rough there she‟s gonna settle for four.” 

 “Holy cow,” Peter muttered as the last of the bacon 
evaporated. 

 “And I figure they need a photographer.” 

 “Hang on,” Peter said. “Am I supposed to carry heavy 
things or snap pictures?” 
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 “Garage bands can‟t afford that kind of division of 
labor,” Mary Jane said primly. “So get dressed. I want to go 
in about ten minutes.” 

 “What if I have to powder my nose?” Peter asked 
innocently. 

 “That‟s what the visor mirrors are for,” Mary Jane 
replied, deadpan. 

 “Right. So is the acid grunge thing still in, or do I go 
preppie?” Peter muttered, massaging his forehead. “Music. I 
just can‟t keep up.” 

 “Jeans and a tee shirt, Peter,” Mary Jane said. “Never 
out of place.” 

 “Wow,” Peter said with a grin. “You may have just 
changed my life.” 

 “Clock‟s tickin, wise guy,” Mary Jane said, referencing 
her watch as Peter got up and padded into the bedroom. 

* 

 The moody teenager sat at the counter at the truck stop. 
A handful of change was on the counter in front of him. He 
had counted and recounted it. With one slender aristocratic 
finger he slid the quarter in a short orbit around the dime, 
then the nickel around both of them. Counted the money 
again.  

 His pride stung as he looked wistfully out the plate 
windows of the diner. He could get more money. But to be 
reduced to… begging, however refined. He shook his head. 

 Hunger won over pride. Again. 

 He felt a shift in the air around him, and a concerned 
trucker walked over to him, his eyes worried. 

 “Hey there, young fella,” he said. “What‟s yer name?” 

 “Manuel,” he replied mournfully. 
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 “That‟s a mighty long face yer pullin,” the trucker said. 
“Somethin the matter?” 

 Manuel looked away in an unconsciously calculated 
gesture. He knew the trucker would have money. Money for 
food, money for travel. He felt the trucker‟s concern like a 
temperature, and by focusing and letting his eyes slide shut 
he combined dramatic effect and some undefined ability to 
triple the emotion of philanthropic concern in the trucker. 

 “Money can‟t help family trouble,” he said mournfully, 
his Spanish accent slight. 

 “Lord knows I‟ve seen enough of that,” the trucker said 
with a shake of his head, sitting next to Manuel. “Is there 
anything I can do to help?” 

 “That depends,” Manuel said. “You headed to Los 
Angeles?” 

* 

 Lava gurgled and spat, and a tall foreboding figure rose 
from the molten stone and stepped out onto solid ground. 
His flesh hissed as stone curled and flaked from him; his eyes 
blazed with a light more terrible than the pulsing glow of 
magma. 

 A hulking demon, so black it was purple, moved from 
behind a heavy stone. He flicked ash off the tip of his cigar. 

 “Sym is not surprised to see Belasco,” the demon said. 

 “All those who stand in my way will be punished,” 
Belasco rasped, his voice echoing with menace. 

 “Sym serves the Swordbearer,” Sym said, not entirely 
convincing. 

 Belasco thrust his taloned hand forward, and hellfire 
burst forth from his grip, blasting across the demon and 
flinging him back to shatter a block of stone. “Oppose me,” 
Belasco snarled, “and you will suffer for a thousand years in a 
torment your stunted imaginations cannot grasp.” 
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 The demons that had gathered in the shadows fell back. 
Belasco nodded to himself as Sym groaned and shifted in the 
hot gravel bed of what had once been a boulder. Belasco 
sensed for a moment, then grimaced and strode towards the 
current World Mage‟s base of power in Limbo. 

 A few minutes later he walked across stunted black 
grass, his jaw slack and his eyes sparking disbelief. An apron 
of cooked and stunted growth served as a border between 
the blasted hellish wasteland and what seemed to be a garden 
oasis of sorts. Belasco snarled disgust as he stepped onto a 
paving stone on a garden path that wound between mounds 
of blooming greenery. Looking up, he saw stars and wisps of 
cloud where the roiling flames that had been the sky under 
his rule were rolled back. 

 “How could she do this?” he murmured, shocked by the 
state of the realm. He saw a demon, hunched down with a 
leather apron, turning over rich soil. “You!” he snarled. 
“Have you no dignity?!” A blast of flame sent the demon 
flying over a patch of blooming wisteria. 

 Belasco swiftly navigated the garden, coming to the spot 
where he could feel the dark stone resting. The pedestal. The 
stone. He took it, swiftly replacing the decoy. Then he turned 
and jogged towards the edge of the garden as quickly as he 
could. This place was unnatural, spoiled, littered with filthy 
greenery instead of the purity of ash-swept rock. 

 In a matter of minutes he was back to the lava flow. He 
gathered his nerve; even as powerful a sorcerer as he was, 
traveling through the gate in the lava hurt a great deal.  

 A clap of thunder rocked the very stone, and a stepping 
disk of dark eldritch flame swirled up from the charred earth. 
In its wake stood the World Mage of Limbo. 

 She was young, in her mid twenties. Her hair was 
blonde, in a braid down her back. Her eyes flashed with rage 
as she regarded the invader of her realm with a coldness that 
rivaled the magma in intensity. Her shapely body sported 
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recurve goat legs, dainty cloven fetlocked hooves supporting 
her. She gestured, and a blade fired up out of the rock, 
handle first. She gripped the haft of the hand and a half blade 
and raised it from the stone. It glittered in eldritch sorceries. 
A feral grin crossed her face as sleek armor slid up her arm 
and down her left side. A square golden amulet gleamed at 
her throat, and the silken drape of a peculiar gray cloak 
swirled around her. Horns started from her forehead and 
kinked back, and a delicate tail whipped behind her. 

 “Illyana,” Belasco sneered. “You finally noticed I was 
here.” 

 “What do you want, maggot?” she snapped. 

 “Strong words for a stripling to her teacher,” Belasco 
glowered. 

 “Indeed they would be,” she said, “if they were between 
a stripling and a teacher. What do you want in my realm?” 

 “I can see my error in ever thinking a woman could run 
things properly,” Belasco grunted, shaking his head. “You‟ve 
made a mess of my beautiful home.” 

 “I think it‟s time to stop talking and start killing,” Illyana 
snapped. “This is your last chance to escape.” 

 Belasco‟s face was a mask of rage carved in stone; “I‟ll 
not run from a whelp like you,” he rasped. He sprang at her, 
roiling flame gushing from his roaring mouth and shaped by 
his hands. 

 “Faltine eterak!” she shouted, whirling a hand as her 
amulet flared. Pure white fire glazed around her as the dark 
flame gushed around her shield, and the amulet fired pellets 
of gleaming energy into the demonic attack of the dark 
sorcerer. 

 Illyana stood untouched as Belasco landed, lashing out 
at her with his iron hard black talons. She twirled out of his 
way as he snapped his hands into fists, gouts of fire bursting 
up through the rock around her. 
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 “Cttrock arias!” Illyana yelled, lunging with her sword. 
Belasco slapped the blade to the side, then felt the crimson 
streaks of the binding swirl across his dull red flesh. Ash 
flared around him as he flexed, but the sinuous red bands 
twisted tight against him. 

 With a mighty roar, the dark sorcerer burst the binding 
and sprang at Illyana, snatching her cloak and swinging her 
around. His mighty thews strained as he slammed her down 
on the rock and shoved down hard, twisting his claws in her 
back. 

 His grip shifted on her mystic steel armor, and she 
breathlessly focused her will. The amulet blasted her off the 
rock, and as the two of them went airborne she whirled the 
sword around. It clattered off the demon sorcerer, and they 
landed separated and panting. 

 “You could have been something,” Belasco sneered. 
“Now I will feast on your tender flesh.” 

 “Where is it?” Illyana managed, more a question to 
herself than to the hulking sorcerer before her. “I know the 
secret of your power now, Belasco. Why I can‟t kill you.” 
Her eyes flared, and her sword gleamed. As she stared at 
him, she saw a sparkle on his wrist. 

 “Agamotto‟s light!” she said imperiously with a gesture. 
A strange glitter enveloped the startled sorcerer, and then 
plain to see was the heavy iron bracer on his right wrist. Set 
on the bracer was a blood red gem. 

 “That‟s it, isn‟t it,” Illyana murmured. “You‟ve got a 
Binding to Limbo. As long as you have that bracer, and as 
long as it is attuned to Limbo, you can‟t be killed.” Her voice 
was full of wonder.” 

 “You can‟t win, whelp,” Belasco snarled. “I am 
immortal. Your blade is enchanted, attuned to this realm. As 
it is attuned, so am I. And your blade cannot harm me. Left 
to physical prowess and mystic skill, you have lost before you 
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began. Surrender and I will kill you quickly. Otherwise I give 
you to Sym.” His leer was unsettling. 

 “I think you haven‟t been paying attention,” Illyana said, 
her voice soft. “Come and see what my mystic skill and 
physical prowess can do.” 

 He sprang at her again, and this time she skipped to the 
side and snatched at him. In a smooth twist she dropped the 
sword to clatter on the stone as she latched both hands on 
his meaty wrist. Packing surprising power into her slender 
form, she redirected his energy, swinging the surprised 
sorcerer around and slamming his elbow down on the rock 
as she twisted his wrist. His tendons strained but did not 
give. She focused on the gem, on the bracer, pouring her will 
into the stone. She felt it resonate, felt it recognize the 
authority of a World Mage.  

 Then instead of physically counterattacking, Belasco 
hissed as his will focused into the stone as well. He had been 
in Limbo for hundreds of years, it was his realm, shaped in 
his image, and every stone remembered his indomitable will. 

 “Not—anymore—“ Illyana gasped, and for a moment 
the stone teetered on the edge between the two masters of 
Limbo. She felt a livid pulse through her sky, her gardens, her 
throne. As the bracer‟s attunement to its master and to 
Limbo faltered, Illyana felt a rush of gratitude to her teacher, 
Strange. 

 Illyana had the slightest of advantages when she let out a 
hoarse shout and called her sword to her hand, whipped the 
ensorcerelled blade in a mighty arc, over her head and down 
on Belasco‟s twisted shoulder. As Illyana‟s will drove into the 
stone of the bracer, her blade bit deep into Belasco‟s 
shoulder. He screamed as she sheared through muscle, then 
bone, then muscle. In a mighty fountain of gore, his arm was 
severed, and dark arterial blood sprayed out to hiss and 
bubble on the hot rock. 
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 The mystical rush of the sundered will and flesh blasted 
through Illyana as she staggered to her hooves, gripping the 
incredibly heavy arm. The interrupted contest was too much 
for the stone in the bracer. It shattered, spraying fine shards 
of stone to skitter across the rock and flare on the surface of 
the lava flow. Illyana dropped the arm, and as it thudded 
down on the stone, Belasco crawled back, eyes alight with 
horror. He faced his death. 

 Illyana stood, her breath coming in deep heaving gasps, 
staring at the defeated sorcerer. He gritted his teeth, death in 
his eyes as he clutched at the stump of his shoulder. It would 
not heal, now that he could no longer pull on the energies of 
Limbo. 

 “I take from you all control of my realm,” she managed. 
She thrust her hand at him, and he felt her probes swirl into 
his body and soul, stripping the last vestiges of influence 
from him. He became an outsider in the land he had ruled 
for centuries on end. “If you wish,” she added, “I will kill 
you quickly.” She leveled her sword at him, and he felt the 
tingle of its malice from several yards away. 

 “A stripling girl,” he managed. Then he staggered to his 
feet and flung himself into the lava flow. 

 Illyana frowned as she looked at the hissing, bubbling 
lava… not dead. He was not dead. He somehow escaped. 
She shrugged, feeling a new weight and a new strength 
settling on her shoulders. 

 “Now,” she murmured, “I am truly the World Mage of 
Limbo.” As she raised her hands to the flaming sky, it rolled 
back to reveal glittering fresh-born stars. For the first time, 
she was caressed by a cool breeze that didn‟t stink of 
brimstone… 

 

CHAPTER TWO 
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 Peter finished tightening the wingnut on the stand of the 
tom drum, next to the snare and under the cymbal. He 
straightened, dusting his hands off. “Is that the way those are 
supposed to go?” he asked the slouching teenager with long 
hair. 

 “Yeah,” the teen nodded. “Where‟s the beer?” 

 “I, uh, don‟t think there‟s any beer,” Peter said. “Go ask 
Tyrone.” He pointed at a tall skinny black kid who was 
tightening the adjusted mike stand. 

 “So Peter,” a bouncy blonde with a huge grin said as she 
trotted up to him, “how do you like being a groupie?” 

 “No shortage of heavy stuff to lift,” he said with a 
shrug, “and I‟m an expert on duct taping cords to the floor, 
so I guess I‟m a natural.” He glanced around. “There‟s no 
beer here, is there?” 

 “Tandy wouldn‟t approve,” Gwen said with a stern look. 
“Are we ready to start the auditions for drummers?” 

 “I guess,” Peter shrugged. “This is the first time I‟ve set 
up a… trap? They call „em traps?” 

 “A drum set, sure,” Gwen shrugged. She picked up her 
clipboard off a speaker. “I‟ve been looking for this,” she said. 
“Ah, Tandy wanted to audition bass guitarists first. Is it one 
o‟clock yet?” 

 “In about five minutes,” Peter said, glancing around so 
he could pretend he consulted a clock. 

 Tandy opened the door from the house and stepped 
down into the spacious three car garage that was open to the 
pleasant September afternoon. She smiled at the group that 
had already begun to assemble. Her pale blonde hair was 
back in a ponytail, and her taut dancer‟s body sported a 
midriff baring shirt and biker shorts, white canvas shoes on 
her feet. “Okay, people,” she said in her smooth quiet voice, 
a smile in her eyes. “We ready to kick this thing off?” 
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 Mary Jane strolled in. “We got a couple people here to 
try for fit with the bass guitar,” she said. “I‟ve got them lined 
up, so if you and Tyrone want to get ready then we can start 
checking them out.” 

 “Right,” Tandy said. She walked over to the keyboard 
on a frame stand, and she flicked it on, played a few chords. 
Tyrone grinned at her, slung on his guitar, and jammed a 
couple riffs, plunked out a few chords, adjusted his strings a 
bit. 

 “Ready?” Tandy asked him. 

 “B-bring-g em on,” he said with a grin. 

 “Okay, let‟s have the first one,” Tandy said. Mary Jane 
made a check on her clipboard and scampered out to the 
driveway. Peter followed. 

 On the driveway there were three park benches and a 
few lawn chairs. About ten people were lounging around, 
rummaging the coolers with ice and pop and bottled water, 
or playing Frisbee on the palatial front lawn of the Bowen 
Estate. 

 “Todd,” Mary Jane called out. “You‟re up.” 

 A pudgy teenager with bad acne and a buzz cut picked 
up his duct taped guitar and followed Mary Jane into the 
garage. He had a Slipknot bumper sticker on the front of the 
black guitar and a Metallica logo on the back. He shuffled in 
and nodded to Tandy and Tyrone. 

 “Todd, hello,” Tandy said with a nod. “You ready to 
make some tunes?” 

 “You bet,” he said. “You guys do death metal, right?” he 
prodded, his voice thick and wheezy. 

 “Not so much,” Tandy said with a glance at Tyrone. “I 
figure I‟d write most of the songs, and we‟re sort of thinking 
in a more alternative pop direction.” 
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 “I‟ll change your minds,” Todd said with a grin. He 
plugged into an amp, quickly tuned, then started chugging 
out heavy massive chords, slamming on the guitar as he 
jerked it up and down, grunting as he mashed out blocks of 
noise as he swung the neck of the guitar back and forth. 

 Tandy politely let him finish. “We were thinking 
something with a little more agility and finesse,” she said. 
“But that can serve for backup. Let‟s try „Mary Had a Little 
Lamb,‟” she said. 

 “What?” Todd said, dumbfounded. 

 “Just try to keep up,” Tandy said. She rolled out a jazzy 
chord, then started whirling around a syncopated tune 
loosely based on Mary Had a Little Lamb as Tyrone jammed 
along the theme. Todd snorted in disbelief, then turned and 
marched out of the garage. 

 “I don‟t think he‟d be a good fit,” Tandy said with a 
straight face. Tyrone giggled as he tuned his guitar; using the 
whammy bar on the grand finale had bent his pitch ever so 
slightly. 

 “D-definitely g-gonna n-n-need more humor f-for us,” 
Tyrone said. 

 “Next victim,” Mary Jane said brightly, “Anita.” The 
guitarist slouched in, her hair under a Sox cap, wearing a 
Three Doors Down shirt. 

 “Y-you r-ready?” Tyrone said. 

 “D-duh,” Anita said, and she snorted as she giggled. 

 “Next,” Tandy said coldly, fixing Anita with a look. 

 “You haven‟t even heard me play!” Anita protested. 

 “No need,” Tandy said. “Next.” 

 “There isn’t anybody else,” Anita snapped. “I‟m outta 
here.” 

 She stormed out, and a couple others left with her.  
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 “Nobody else here for bass guitar?” Tandy said. 

 Gwen checked her clipboard. “Mostly drummers,” she 
noted. “And a violin player.” Tandy, Tyrone, Mary Jane, and 
Peter blinked as they looked at Gwen. 

 “Okay,” Tandy said carefully, “I guess a violin player 
could be cool.” 

 “Mary Jane used to play bass guitar,” Gwen said 
helpfully. 

 “Really?” Tandy said. “I didn‟t know!” 

 “That was in high school,” Mary Jane said, fixing a look 
on Gwen. “I‟m sure I don‟t remember how.” 

 “You‟ve g-got to b-be better th-than them,” Tyrone 
said, jerking a thumb down the driveway. “C-c‟mon!” 

 “Mary had a Little Lamb, key of G,” Tandy said with a 
wide smile as Gwen picked up a bass guitar and handed it to 
Mary Jane. 

 “I can‟t believe I‟m doing this,” Mary Jane said under 
her breath as she caught Peter‟s eye. He was grinning, leaning 
against the wall with his arms crossed over his chest. She 
blushed furiously, cleared her throat, and plugged the guitar 
in. 

 She strummed chords in the background as Tandy and 
Tyrone had their way with the nursery rhyme, and by the end 
of it she was no longer bright pink, she was positively 
crimson. 

 “Y-your in!” Tyrone said triumphantly. 

 “Want the part?” grinned Tandy. 

 “Do it! Do it!” Gwen said happily. 

 Peter hid his smile behind his hand as he chuckled. 

 “I can‟t believe this,” Mary Jane said, trying not to look 
thrilled. “Okay, fine,” she grumped. “I‟ll be in your band.” 
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 “Time to get drummers. You can stay here, MJ,” Gwen 
said. She scampered out to the driveway. 

* 

 The traumatized demon sorcerer tumbled out of the 
gate and collapsed in a heap at Mordred‟s feet. The fey 
wizard regarded his scrye as Belasco tried to get his shaky 
breathing under control. The trip back through the lava gate 
had cauterized his stump. 

 “I thought the plan was to get the stone and return,” 
Mordred mused, “then engage the whelp when you were 
whole.” 

 “She attacked me,” Belasco gasped. 

 “Give me the stone, you ridiculous parody,” Mordred 
snapped. 

 Belasco fumbled in his belt and dropped the darkstone. 
Mordred gestured, and it rose to his hand. He smiled, a 
frosty and vicious expression. 

 “You are unbelievable,” he murmured. “Here I was all 
ready to give you your realm back, and you had to go off 
script and ruin everything. Over what. An insult from a 
stripling. I can‟t tell you how pathetic that makes you.” 

 “You can still help me win!” Belasco choked out. His 
eyes no longer sparked. 

 Mordred regarded Illyana through the scrye. She 
slumped on her throne, a trembling hand shielding her eyes, 
the naked blade across her bent knees. Demons ringed the 
throne, paying homage from a safe distance. Above, the stars 
blazed and on one horizon a dawn threatened. 

 “She reminds me of Strange, in his youth,” Mordred 
whispered, reaching towards the scrye and stopping short. 
“Only with more passion, more wildness. This one bears 
watching.” He smiled to himself. 

 “Mordred,” Belasco gasped, almost a whimper. 
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 “Still here?” Mordred said, fixing him with a look, one 
eyebrow raised. He gestured, and Belasco yelped as he fell 
out of the dimension. 

* 

 “Manuel de la Rocha,” the stately brunette said in a 
startled voice, “what brings you to my door?” 

 The slim teenager looked at her a bit sheepishly. “Aunt 
Elsbeth,” he said, “I have come to you because I have 
nowhere else to turn. May I come in?” 

 “Of course,” Elsbeth said, gesturing the young man into 
the foyer of her mansion. He walked in, gripping a battered 
valise at his side. “Would you like some food?” 

 “Yes, please,” Manuel said gratefully. 

 “Dani!” Elsbeth called. A flurry of footsteps brought a 
tan, athletic teenager with olive features and a hawkish nose 
down the steps. Her long black hair was in a braid down her 
back.  

 “Yes, Ms. Montessi?” 

 “Dani, please meet my nephew, Manuel de la Rocha,” 
Elsbeth said. “He‟ll be staying with us for a few days.” 

 “Charmed,” Manuel said, taking her hand and bowing. 
He felt her emotions, a bit of confusion; he sorted it out by 
nudging the impression that he was a fine specimen. She 
completely fell for him. He smiled into her eyes as he 
straightened. 

 Dani‟s smile was faltering at best, but he saw what he 
wanted to see. He was not the only one with a gift. Dani 
exchanged a swift glance with Elsbeth. 

 “Dani, I was wondering if you could make us lunch,” 
Elsbeth said coolly. 

 “Certainly, Ms. Montessi,” Dani said with a nod. She 
headed for the kitchen. 
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 “Now, Manuel, just leave your suitcase here and we‟ll 
deal with that later. Come with me to the parlor and tell me 
what has brought you here.” 

 “Yes, Aunt Elsbeth.” Manuel followed her across the 
marbled foyer, down a hallway, into a wood paneled study 
lined with bookshelves. They sat on opposite loveseats. The 
mid-day sun streamed in through the window. 

 “I was at Frost‟s school, you may remember,” Manuel 
began. He licked his lips. 

 “I do,” Elsbeth nodded. 

 “Well, things didn‟t work out in that odious hole. What 
passes for an education there is laughable, and she 
surrounded me with shaved apes and monsters. It was all 
about them, all the time, and I was mistreated when they 
bothered to take note of me at all.” 

 “I see,” Elsbeth murmured. 

 “I couldn‟t go back to my family,” Manuel said, his eyes 
pleading and his voice on the edge of tears. The precise 
degree of threatening hysterics modulated in response to her 
reaction; he knew her eyes would not be dry as the full 
pathos of his predicament bloomed in her heart. He began to 
coax it, almost subconsciously. “Not after my fine words of 
independence. And to return to the school would invite 
abuse both physical and emotional. I was raised better than 
to take my life, so I ran. And I am running out of places to 
go.” 

 “Would a week suffice? I‟m sure in that time we can 
work out some way for you to return either home or to 
school.” 

 “A week! You are a generous aunt,” Manuel said with a 
reasonable impression of gratitude. “But please, you must 
swear not to contact my family or the school, or alert them 
to my presence here. I must have a plan before I go back, or 
I shall descend into hell itself.” 
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 “Very well,” Elsbeth said with a slight smile. “I 
promise.” 

 “You don‟t know what this means to me,” Manuel said, 
a weak smile on his tormented features. 

 “First let‟s get you some food. Dani probably has 
sandwiches ready by now.” Elsbeth rose, as did Manuel. He 
followed her to the sumptuously appointed kitchen. Dani 
was finishing up some sandwiches. 

 “Go ahead and eat, Manuel. I need to have a word with 
Dani.” He nodded and smiled, then perched on a stool and 
dug into the sandwiches with an oddly refined savagery 
somewhere between ingrained table manners and ravenous 
hunger. 

 Dani and Elsbeth stepped out in the hallway. 

 “I don‟t like him,” Dani said, her voice low and earnest. 
“He‟s… manipulative.” 

 “Yes, he is, and he thinks I don‟t notice him trying to 
toy with my emotions,” Elsbeth said, a distant look in her 
eyes. “Still. He is family. So he will be staying here. I just 
wanted to warn you about him.” She smiled briefly. “Looks 
like you have him well in hand.” 

 “I‟m still not sure this is a good idea,” Dani said, looking 
down. 

 Elsbeth squeezed her shoulder gently. “He won‟t be 
here long. He‟s family,” she shrugged; “Let‟s have some 
lunch.” Her smile warmed. “I won‟t be eating much. Tonight 
Stephen is going to be in town and we‟ll be having dinner 
here.” A certain glow seemed to suffuse her features at the 
idea, and Dani tried not to grin. 

 Together, they returned to the kitchen and their guest. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 
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 “Well, whaddya think,” Mary Jane said, slinging her 
guitar off as the sixth applicant to be drummer in the band 
slouched out.  

 Tandy sighed and touched her fingertips to her eyes. 
“Hm. At least the last fellow could keep time. The two 
before him just couldn‟t keep the beat steady.” 

 “I th-think-k the g-g-guy w-with dr-jr-jreadlocks did 
good,” Tyrone managed. 

 “Not sure about the howling while he plays, though,” 
Mary Jane said, “and he reeked of pot.” 

 “Can you believe the first guy?” Tandy said. “He 
showed up to the audition high. What makes people do stuff 
like that?” 

 Peter idly listened to them as he relaxed in a lawn chair, 
looking out over the driveway and the handful of applicants 
that remained. He felt oddly at peace with himself and the 
world, comfortable in the chair, his responsibilities and 
worries in the far back of his mind.  

 That’s because that horrible bashing stopped, snitted a distinct 
thought pattern in his mind that was only slightly his; the 
spider id, the expression of the powers that lurked beneath 
the placid exterior of mild-mannered Peter Parker. 

 He chuckled. “As you say, it stopped. Get over it.” 

 Musn’t do that again, the spider ghost whispered to him. 
Musn’t let them hit the drums so poorly. It hurts me. It is wrong. There 
is no rhythm there. They are worthless. 

 “ You are endangering my groupiehood, if you can‟t 
listen to the music. If it‟s too loud, you‟re too old.” 

 Volume isn’t the issue, grumped the spider ghost, then it 
subsided. 

 “What do you think, Peter?” Gwen said from the other 
side of the garage. 
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 “Me?” Peter said, surprised. “No opinion. I‟m a groupie. 
Me carry heavy stuff. Tape down cords.” He grinned. “Snap 
pictures.” 

 They returned to the conversation, and Peter relaxed 
again. 

 Let’s show them, whispered the spider ghost. 

 “Show them what?” Peter muttered, glancing up at the 
endlessly blue September afternoon sky. 

 Show them rhythm. 

 “Bah,” Peter said. “Let them have their band.” 

 Peter felt no impression of words, just a general 
sensation of sulking. He sighed deeply. “If I do this, I get 
more than four hours of sleep tonight, okay?” he said to 
himself. 

 Deal. 

 “And we‟re just showboating. Just this once.” 

 The spider ghost laughed at him as it usually did any 
time he said „just this once.‟ 

 Peter stood up and casually strolled over to the drum 
set. His senses played over it, memorizing the tensile strength 
of the drum heads, the spatial relation of all the striking 
surfaces, the resonant pitches. He picked up the drumsticks, 
experimentally tapped one of the heads. Felt a shiver roll 
through his subconscious. The spider ghost kept track of the 
time by cross referencing the second increment against the 
moving target of his heartbeat. It could find an opening in a 
strobe of defense. It could swing across a city choosing 
anchor points and accounting for the variables of wind speed 
and velocity. It lived, breathed, and fed on pattern. 

 It was too late not to sit down. 

 “P.S,” Peter said quietly to his spider ghost. “We‟re with 
MJ now so you can‟t like Tandy anymore.” 



 

28 

 If the spider ghost could have made a rude noise it 
would have, but Peter didn‟t let that kind of expression out. 
Instead, he let his adhesives grip and release the drumsticks. 
He spun them once. He had a vague feeling if he let the 
spider ghost taste this experience there would be no going 
back. But he was past the point of no return. 

 Tap. Tap. Tap. Ratta tatta tap. He paused as the 
drumbeats reverberated through the web of veins, arteries, 
and tangled nerves of his body. Something was waking up. 

 “C‟mon,” Peter said to Tandy and Tyrone. “Mary Had a 
Little Lamb. From the top.” He grinned. Mary Jane‟s 
eyebrow shot up and she slung on the guitar, answering his 
grin. Gwen squeaked with laughter. 

 Tandy opened it up with a one finger rendition, then 
dropped into a jazzy chord, and Peter slapped at one drum 
and suddenly it wasn‟t enough. The stick spun in his hand of 
its own volition and whipped across three drum heads before 
he fully knew what was going on. Wisely, Peter took a back 
seat, and the spider ghost gleamed out of his eyes. 

 The drums held the music, teased it, stung it, wrapped 
around it subtly without taking over, played with the guitars 
and keyboard as though they were toys. Peter felt the thin 
heady rush that coursed through him when he was flying 
through the air upside down; his talents expressed 
themselves in the rhythm, pushing back on the world, 
choosing the very best openings. 

 They wrapped up, and all the other drummers were 
standing in the doorway to the garage staring at Peter. He 
couldn‟t help himself. The spider ghost wanted a drum solo. 

 Who was he to stop it? 

 The sticks rapped, bounced, and whirled across the 
drums, spinning and twirling and spattering impacts across all 
the surfaces, sending a wild wave of sound rolling out from 
the precisely touched instruments. His strength made it 
effortless, and he closed his eyes since his senses still knew 
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where each and every instrument was. His hands whirled as 
his foot bounced on the pedal, thudding out the baseline. 
Then he massaged the cymbal with the two drumsticks, 
swelling up to a crescendo and then leaning back on the 
squat drummer stool, feeling somewhat spent. 

 “I th-think-k s-somebody‟s b-been h-holding out on us,” 
Tyrone said, wide eyed. 

 “You drum like you dance, hot shot,” Tandy said, 
somewhat awed. 

 Mary Jane just grinned at him and shook her head, while 
Gwen was slack jawed in wonder. 

 “You guys suck,” one of the drummer applicants said in 
disgust. He turned and left. Several others did too, throwing 
their pop cans on the lawn. Two were left, wide eyed. 

 “Dude, you are Kenny Moon reincarnated,” one said. 

 “Thanks guys, auditions are over, slot‟s filled,” Gwen 
said, shooing at them. 

 “But you guys haven‟t picked me yet. And I‟m not sure I 
have the time,” Peter said, foundering around for reasons as 
his spider ghost reveled in the afterglow of the networking of 
sound and impact. 

 “You are a freelance photographer,” Mary Jane said 
sternly, “and your girlfriend told you that you are going to be 
in her band, even if you rock and she sucks at this.” 

 “I guess I can‟t argue with that,” Peter said sheepishly. 

 “Well, Peter Parker,” Tandy said with a grin, “Welcome 
to the band.” 

* 

 “Now I‟m all situated,” Mordred said in his pocket 
dimension grotto. He settled before the scrye he had opened. 
“I‟ve seen Strange‟s apprentice, luscious little tart; let‟s see 
what the Mystical Presence himself is up to.” He focused 
through his eldritch magic, a fey art that was so tuned with 
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the latent mysticism of the Earth that its subtle touch was 
missed by even the greatest sorcerers. Flickering through the 
ethers of the earth, the scrye settled on Doctor Stephen 
Strange, Sorcerer Supreme, World Mage of Prime. 

 “Ah, dinner,” Mordred said, settling back with 
satisfaction as he saw Strange seated at a table. The Sorcerer 
Supreme was still slim almost to the point of thinness, and 
his dark hair was combed back out of his face. White steaks 
slid along his temples. He wore a moustache, but no beard. 
Mordred glanced around the table; Montessi, he remembered 
her. Then a couple teenagers. Mordred paid attention, 
bringing up sound in the scrye. 

 

 “Manuel, would you help Dani clear the table?” Elsbeth 
said. They had finished eating. Manuel tried to conceal his 
resentment, but he did a poor job of it. 

 “Of course, Aunt Elsbeth,” he said. She did not seem to 
notice his reluctance. The two teenagers collected dishes and 
headed into the kitchen. 

 “I‟ve detected a disturbance,” Strange said to Elsbeth, 
his voice low. “One of my seals isn‟t holding. I‟ve checked all 
that I could since I felt the ripple, but I can‟t find the broken 
one.” 

 

 Mordred chuckled, trying not to be nervous. He was 
suddenly glad Belasco had waited and let him out the back 
door of the binding. 

 

 “What do you think of my nephew?” Elsbeth asked 
Strange with a smile. 

 “Looks like a troublemaker,” Strange said a bit ruefully. 
“I‟m sure he‟s nothing you can‟t handle.” 
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 “He‟s an emotion twister,” Elsbeth said. “Takes some 
looking after. He‟ll be on his way soon.” 

 Dani and Manuel came back in and took another load to 
the kitchen. 

 

 Mordred peered more closely at Manuel. “This one I can 
use,” he purred to himself. “Indeed. Let‟s see what they‟re 
hiding in this heap.” He quickly scryed through the house 
until he found the strongroom. Quickly glancing through the 
protections, he suddenly stopped. 

 “Oh yes,” he murmured. “Oh yes indeed.” He almost 
giggled with delight as a plan presented itself to him already 
complete. 

 

 Strange and Elsbeth hesitated, listening. “Did you feel 
something?” Strange said. “Just now. An echo of magic.” 

 “Just to be sure, let‟s check on the Cloak and the Eye 
and the other items upstairs,” Elsbeth said, serious. “Manuel 
and Dani can do the dishes.” 

 They headed through the corridors of the mansion until 
they reached what looked like a closet. Elsbeth produced a 
rather complex key from her pocket and let them through 
the door. It opened into a vault of mystic valuables. 

 Together, they went to the drawer that held the Cloak 
and the Eye. The sigils were intact. It was still safe. 

 “That‟s a relief,” Strange said. He sighed. “Well, shall we 
retire to the parlor?” he said with a smile. “I don‟t have to be 
back for a while yet.” 

 “That,” Elsbeth said, “is wonderful news.” 

 

 Mordred studied her. He observed the smooth alabaster 
lines of her throat, the flashing intelligence of her dark eyes, 
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the grace and poise of her lovely figure. “Everyone falls in 
love, Strange,” he murmured, “and there‟s generally some 
villain in the background to make things complicated and 
somewhat one-sided. Let‟s see what she means to you. Later. 
First,” he mused, “we leave a trail of bread crumbs for the 
emotion twister…”  

 The couple left the room, and Mordred started forward 
in his seat. He exerted himself, just a breath, through the 
scrye. And the door slid to—but did not latch. 

 Mordred leaned back, satisfied. “Of such subtle touches 
is chaos wreaked.” He grinned, barely able to wait until 
Manuel was done washing dishes… 

* 

 Illyana stood on a rise, overlooking the austere lines of 
the almost crystalline structure that formed a home away 
from home, a place where a troubled woman could go to be 
alone and undisturbed. Except, of course, by the World 
Mage of Limbo. 

 Illyana trotted up to the front door and knocked 
politely. A moment later the door slid open, and an attractive 
woman stood gazing calmly into Illyana‟s eyes. She was trim, 
shapely, with piercing eyes and reddish blond curls that rolled 
back from her face. She was superhumanly perfect. 

 “Hey, Valeria,” Illyana said. “Strange is at a dinner party 
and I gotta tell somebody what happened to me today or I‟ll 
just pop.” She grinned apologetically. 

 “By all means, come on in,” Valeria said in her cultured 
voice. 

 “You‟ll never guess who just showed up here in Limbo,” 
Illyana said. “Mostly because you don‟t know him. Belasco. 
He‟s a demon sorcerer, he‟s the one that stole me from 
Russia when I was a kid. He‟s the one that made me, you 
know, different. At least I think that was him. He had me for 
almost a year when I was six. Logan rescued me and raised 
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me. But when we ran into Belasco last, he was decapitated 
and dumped in a lava flow.” 

 “Illyana,” Valeria said, a crease of concern in her 
forehead, “that‟s very disturbing.” 

 “He just came back!” Illyana said. By now they had 
walked into the megalithic structure together. Illyana turned 
to face Valeria. “I busted him up! I beat him fair and square! 
I figured out how he was surviving all the killings, and I beat 
him!” 

 “That‟s great!” Valeria said with a slightly bewildered 
smile. 

 “I shattered his greave thing, and then I pulled all the 
power out of him. I mean, I‟m like the world mage for 
Limbo, and I could feel his control of the dimension, and 
after I beat him, I just kind of absorbed it. The power is 
incredible, Valeria! Can you feel the change already?” 

 Valeria looked up. “I did notice something along those 
lines,” she said. Only tatters of flame curled in clouds, for 
now the sky above was a penetrating inky blue spattered with 
stars. She sighed, looking at Illyana fondly. “I hope someday 
I find a place of my own,” Valeria said. 

 Illyana felt very self-conscious in that moment. “Listen 
to me, rambling on,” she said. “You get out of it what you 
put into it. You built this.” She gestured around at the 
austere fortress. 

 “True,” Valeria nodded. She did not elaborate. 

 Illyana sighed. “Hey, when you‟re ready to go back to 
Prime, say the word,” she said. 

 “Thank you, but not yet,” Valeria said, looking up into 
the night sky. “I can‟t tell you what it means to me that 
you‟ve offered me a refuge when I needed it most.” 

 Illyana smiled to herself. “It was a refuge for me when I 
needed it most,” she said. She looked directly at Valeria. 
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“Limbo is a great place to heal, and a lot of fun to visit. I‟m 
the world mage, Valeria,” she said, and Valeria met her eyes. 
“I still don‟t want to live here, if you know what I mean. A 
wise woman once told me that maybe, just maybe, I was 
hiding and Prime had more to offer than I could see.” 

 “Did you come here to lecture me?” Valeria asked with a 
faint but growing smile. 

 “Nah,” Illyana said. “I came here to spout off about 
what a fabulous day I‟ve been having. But you had to go and 
turn this into a martial arts training session.” 

 “That‟s right,” Valeria said with a smile that was rapidly 
becoming a grin. “Lose the sword, goat girl. Let‟s see how 
your hoofwork is today.” 

 “Dude, you should have seen when I grabbed his wrist 
and took that big bad boy off his feet, bam down on the 
rock. It was the same throw you showed me the first lesson 
we had here.” 

 “I can‟t tell you what it means to me that you‟re actually 
learning something useful,” Valeria said as she headed for the 
stone sparring circle.  

 “Strange keeps saying that,” Illyana said with something 
like thoughtfulness, only a glint of mischief in her eyes. “I 
like fighting you here, where there‟s no sunlight and you‟re a 
wuss like I am on Prime.” 

 “Sweet talking won‟t make me go easy on you,” Valeria 
said as she entered the ring. 

 Illyana just laughed as she entered the ring, and the 
sparring partners bowed and opened. 

 

CHAPTER FOUR 

 Manuel slowly mounted the stairs, once again feeling the 
warring stings of hunger and pride. “Aunt Elsbeth indeed,” 
he grumbled. “Perhaps she should write me a fat check and 
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go into bankruptcy.” He flirted with the notion of risking 
such a dangerous gamble; they payoff could be impressive, 
but if she resisted it could go poorly for him. His mother had 
warned him that she was a wizard of some ability, and in 
spite of his enlightened education he couldn‟t bring himself 
to dismiss the idea as superstition. Not after meeting her. 

 He stopped suddenly at the top of the stairs, listening. 
He had almost—had he heard a whisper? He looked around 
slowly, his eyes wide open, the hair on the back of his neck 
stiffening. He had a sense of being watched, a feeling that he 
was not alone. He almost felt a rustle in the dimness down 
the hallway. Swallowing hard, he took a few steps into the 
hallway to investigate. 

 “Hello?” he said. To his right, a small door slowly 
creaked open just a touch. He grasped the handle and pushed 
the door open. He was a de la Rocha. He had nothing to 
fear. 

 As he walked into the brightly lit room, he felt his breath 
shorten as he looked at the solid gold candelabra, at the small 
book case loaded with ancient rare tomes, at the cabinets and 
drawers laced with sigils and protections. He realized he had 
stumbled into a vault of wizardry. 

 “I‟ll bet that Indian girl has never been in here,” he 
murmured to himself, rubbing his hands together as he 
looked around. He blew on his hands; the room was oddly 
chilly. One of the drawers was open just a crack. He found 
the drawer to be very interesting, and he did not question 
why. He grasped the handle and pulled it open. 

 “Madre de Dios,” he breathed, looking down at the fine 
fabric, thick and heavy, made of black streaked with indigo 
like a pre-dawn sky. And in the middle of the folded fabric, a 
peculiar broach that looked like costume jewelry. A gold 
circle was surrounded by small gold balls in a gaudy lump of 
metal the size of his palm.  
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 Some deep instinct made his hands tremble as he 
reached towards the cloth. He lifted it from the drawer and 
shook it out; the cloak unfurled, and hung in his hands oddly 
heavy. He felt as though he was holding the dead weight of 
an unconscious person. A deeper chill ran through him. He 
stroked the smooth fabric. A sudden raw human impulse to 
put it back thrilled through his blood. 

 “What am I afraid of?” Manuel whispered through 
nerveless lips. “Am I not Manuel de la Rocha?” Pride 
spurred him on, and he swung the cloak over his shoulders. 
The gold broach snapped in place. 

 Manuel screamed. 

 

 Strange burst into the room in time to see the cloak curl 
around Manuel, the deep horror in the boy‟s eyes as a fresh 
shout of raw terror burst ragged from his throat. The cloak 
furled into itself, the hood enveloping his head, and his hand 
was sucked into the vortex of darkness that was within the 
formerly quiescent cloak. It had slipped from Prime, and 
Strange was too late to stop it. A dank chuckle hung in the 
air, polluting it. 

 Elsbeth was on Strange‟s heels, just in time to see 
Manuel‟s fingertips vanish into the dark strip that sucked into 
itself, leaving nothing behind in the room. 

 “The cloak—“ she gasped. 

 “Imploded, yes,” Strange said grimly, “but that‟s because 
it can withdraw to another dimension to move freely. It has 
access to Prime. He could be anywhere.” 

 “My nephew,” Elsbeth said, gripping Strange‟s shirt. 
“You must save him, Stephen!” There was as much 
breathless fear in her eyes as there had been in Manuel‟s. 

 “I will do my best,” Strange said softly as he removed 
her hands from his shirt. “I must move quickly. If I can 
return to my Sanctum in time, perhaps I can find him.” 
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 “Will it devour him?” Elsbeth managed. 

 “Worse than that,” Strange murmured. “It needs a host, 
Elsbeth. A pilot through the dark.” 

 “How much time does he have? How much time before 
the Eye kills him?” Elsbeth asked breathlessly. 

 “It has already begun, though he doesn‟t know it,” 
Strange said truthfully. 

 “He is twisted, and a fool, but he is young and there is 
time for him to learn,” Elsbeth managed. “Please. Please save 
him.” 

 Strange had no more time for words. He was down the 
stairs and out the door. Elsbeth leaned weakly against the 
wall, feeling her heart pound, realizing that she had not lived 
up to the sacred trust Strange had given her. The artifact was 
loose. And her kin was only the first victim. When Strange 
faced it this time, it would be without the Eye… 

* 

 The bald man lay still, quiet, and unfocused in the 
bathtub. Warm water held him, motionless, as his mind slid 
out of the confines of his weary body. Flashing through the 
ether, glancing into people‟s minds, the consciousness of the 
bathing man flitted around the area. 

 There. A trucker bore the unique print of Manuel‟s 
power. And there. Following the trail led to the Montessi 
estate. The bald man winced, as though from an old injury. 
Then he sighed, the warm water cradling him. As always, he 
stopped just short of locating Manuel. The young man was 
very sensitive, and he might pick up on a touch. 

 “I wonder,” the bald man murmured into the suds of 
the tub. “Is it wise to let him run out of steam before taking 
him back?” But he already knew the answer. Manuel‟s 
discipline and desire had to keep him at Frost‟s school, or no 
other force could. 
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 He sighed, and rubbed his face. “Xavier, my boy, you‟ve 
got your work cut out for you,” he said aloud. He shook his 
head. He knew the path of manipulation. There were trails 
on it he had himself blazed. 

 “I am weary,” he said. “Weary to death of choosing 
people‟s fates for them.” He ran a bit more warm water into 
the tub. “I‟ll just have a talk with the boy before I turn him 
over to Frost—“ 

 Scream 

 He froze, the water around him suddenly breathing with 
chill. He blinked rapidly, and guardedly opened his mind to 
find the source— 

 Scream, then nothing 

 His breathing was unsteady. Raw, pulsing terror rolling 
out of someone in waves strong enough to be picked up a 
few miles away. Xavier‟s back prickled as he hoped he was 
wrong, that the signal hadn‟t sounded like Manuel. He 
opened his mind further, but he could not sense Manuel‟s 
pres— 

 With an unholy shriek of raw agony, the shadows in the 
corner unfurled, bloomed like a diseased flower. With a 
whipping hiss, folds of a cloak rolled across the walls, and 
the corner became a pit. A cowl tilted up as Xavier lay 
nervelessly stunned in the tub. 

 “Manuel?” he breathed. 

 The face in the cowl looked like Manuel‟s visage, but 
already the eyes had begun sinking back, and a peculiar 
woody leathern look had set in. He looked as though some 
bizarre mummification was running riot through his flesh, a 
hard dry rot of deathly energies. 

 Xavier reached out to his mind, and recoiled just in time. 
He sensed the energy storm of nightmarish turmoil coursing 
through the pain-sotted mind of Manuel‟s new form. 
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 “What has happened to me?!” cried Manuel‟s voice, as 
though from under a lake, the ideas moving at a different 
speed than his mouth. His eyes reeked of desperation. “What 
is happening?!” 

 Then the shadows contracted, curved back along their 
own lines, and slithered out of existence. The corner was 
once again made of chipped plaster and paint. 

 Xavier couldn‟t quite catch his breath. 

 

 A few minutes later he had levered himself out of the 
bath, dried off, dressed, and strapped an apparatus onto his 
legs. The system of miniature motors, braces, and splints 
connected to a plate that attached to the small of his back. It 
accessed his damaged nerves. With a little mental persuasion, 
Xavier could now walk. 

 He stood uncertainly in the hotel room. What to do? He 
opened his mind, once again with caution. He did not want 
to plug directly into the pit of horror that thing used for a 
mind. Where Manuel was currently trapped. Xavier shivered 
again with a chill he could not seem to shake, no matter how 
warm the room. 

 Sitting on the bed, he expanded his consciousness. It 
rolled across the businessman next door, talking on the 
phone to his wife; across the teenager doing skateboard 
tricks in the parking lot; over the dim sluggish music-clouded 
thoughts of the commuters; across the crisp questing 
alertness behind the motel— 

 Xavier narrowed in on the remarkable mind he had 
discovered, and he was unsettled to feel it peering right back 
at him. He broke off contact and stood, wondering if the two 
remarkable occurrences were linked. He blinked. He knew 
that mind. Hope surged in him as he strode to the door, 
reaching for it as it opened. 

 “Xavier?” Doctor Strange said, a bit startled. 
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 “Strange,” Xavier said. “Am I glad to see you.” 

 “It manifested here, didn‟t it,” Strange said grimly. 

 Xavier nodded. “What happened to Manuel? Was that 
him?” 

 “I think we had better talk,” Strange said. “May I come 
in?” 

 “Certainly,” Xavier said, and he stepped away from the 
door and sat on one of the two hotel beds. Strange closed 
the door behind himself and settled on a chair. 

 “You first,” Strange said. “What brings you here?” 

 “I was following Manuel de la Rocha,” Xavier said. He 
heaved a sigh. “Manuel ran away from Frost‟s school. I was 
following him, letting him run out of steam, giving him a 
chance to think things over before I intervened. I wanted 
very much for him to reach his own conclusions. People 
don‟t learn what is thrust upon them as well as they 
remember what they discover for themselves.” 

 “True,” Strange nodded. 

 “I followed him all the way here from New York, 
undetected,” Xavier said. “Manuel is from a wealthy family, 
and he has an empathic talent. I figured he might target his 
family, so I wasn‟t surprised when he came to his aunt. 
Tonight, I was monitoring his progress when he, or 
something that looked disturbingly like him, appeared in the 
corner of my room. His face… it was somehow leathery. He 
was in great pain and fear, his mind was just rushing with 
torment and horror. Then, just as he had pushed out of the 
wall, he pulled back from it and was gone.” 

 Strange nodded thoughtfully. “What I have to say you 
will have to take on faith,” he said. “If you choose not to 
believe it that‟s your business. But if we are to save Manuel, 
perhaps it will help for you to know more background. Early 
this year the Shroud that you saw served as a herald and 
advance guard for a vampiric invasion. The Shroud is 
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connected to the realm of nightmares, which is why you 
could not affect its mind. It moves from place to place by 
breaching dimensions. The Shroud is animated and powered 
by a predator that lives in its folds, a creature that feeds 
illusions to its victims. When they despair and lose their will 
to go on, it feeds on their life essence.” 

 Strange leaned back. “I defeated this creature, stripped 
its host and pilot out of it, and restrained it with the Eye of 
Agamotto. When the Shroud next tries to feed, the Eye will 
destroy the victim, the predator, and the host.” 

 “How much time?” Xavier asked, his talents assuring 
him that at the very least Strange was sincere in his belief that 
he was telling the truth. 

 “The Shroud is ravenous,” Strange said. “I‟ve got to get 
back to New York. I have devices there that might help me 
locate it, now that I know what I‟m looking for.” 

 “How do we cross the country in a hurry?” Xavier 
asked. 

 Strange smiled, a saturnine and wild expression. “Do 
you trust me?” he said. 

* 

 Mordred sat on his throne, smiling idly to himself as his 
thoughts played out possible outcomes of the current 
scheme. Then he sensed an intruder on the cusp of his 
dimension. 

 “Yes what,” he snapped. 

 “Mordred, it‟s Belasco,” came the clear reply. “I wish to 
speak with you.” 

 Mordred sighed. “Make it quick, I‟m busy,” he said. He 
opened the portal, and Belasco shuffled in. He looked much 
older. Worn. The cauterized stump of his arm seemed to 
unbalance his weight. 
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 “If you will restore my power,” Belasco said, kneeling, 
“I will serve you.” 

 Mordred thought it over. “Very well,” he said. “I need a 
teacher for a student I‟m going to find shortly.” 

 “I will teach a student for you,” the broken demon 
sorcerer said. 

 “Good,” Mordred said. “See that you do. Now, hm,” he 
mused. He walked over to the divination he had cast around 
Strange, and he studied it. He picked up one of the bones, 
and dropped it. He dropped it again, then touched it with his 
finger. He grinned, and opened a scrye. “I have a plan,” he 
said. 

 Belasco saw the whirl of fabric into itself in the scrye, 
and Mordred quickly slit his own palm and let his blood spat 
down on the grotto floor. It flared green, and a shifting 
translucent wall sprang up. Behind it, the cloak unfurled 
from nothingness and slumped on the floor. 

 “Wha… What‟s happening to me?” pleaded the 
tormented host, the pilot of the Shroud‟s dark energies. 
Manuel was twisting in pain as the Shroud seemed to gnaw 
his guts. 

 “You‟re starving for the living light,” Mordred said, “and 
the easiest way to get it is to sweep sentients into that 
wonderful cloak of yours. Something inside your Shroud is 
eating you alive,” he added, examining his fingernails. 

 “Help me,” Manuel managed to gasp out. 

 “Oh, I‟ll help you,” Mordred said with a soothing smile. 
“First.” He turned to the throne, and twisted a gem on the 
back of the seat. He turned to regard Belasco. “The faux 
darkstone you placed will now begin to draw energy to this 
dimension, destabilizing it,” he said. 

 “Why?” Belasco asked, blinking. 
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 “So when Strange or Illyana traces the energy leak here, 
the entire grotto will collapse on that point. There is no 
escape from that. No room to maneuver. No time or space 
for cunning trickery. Just brute force to resist being crushed, 
in a dimension hostile to their magics.” He smiled briefly. “A 
simple trap, but one can hope Strange has become sloppy. 
Now, my friend,” he said, turning to the cloak. “I‟ll steer.” 

 “Won‟t you be devoured?” Manuel said faintly. 

 Mordred chuckled. “The predator knows a member of 
the Unseelie Court,” he said blandly. “I‟ll be safe enough. 
And I‟ll protect you, Belasco,” he said benignly. “I still have 
use for you.” 

 Belasco overcame the urge to snarl something snide, 
knowing that restraint just might save his life. 

 Darkness swept over them as the cloak grew impossibly 
large to engulf both sorcerers. 

 

CHAPTER FIVE 

 The cloak spilled open in the darkness at the back of an 
alley choked with trash. As Manuel gasped and his cloak 
slithered around him restlessly, Belasco slumped against a 
wall as the energies of Prime pushed at him. Mordred 
straightened, drawing strength from a world more ancient 
than the concrete that encased it. 

 He strode forward and leaned over a bundle of clothes. 
“You,” he snapped, prodding the figure. “Wake up. I have 
need of you.” 

 The figure stirred, and hunched to a sitting position. 
“Wha?” 

 “You once worked magic, but the talent and the 
knowledge were stolen from you,” Mordred stated matter-of-
factly.  
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 The wino nodded vigorously, and struggled to stand in 
the presence of one he clearly sensed was superior. 

 “You would like to have your magic back, wouldn‟t 
you?” Mordred said slowly in a patronizing voice. 

 Vigorous nod. 

 “Be my slave, call me your lord and master, and I‟ll 
teach you more sorcery than you knew existed before.” 

 The wino knelt. “You are my lord and mathter,” he 
grunted haltingly. 

 “Excellent,” Mordred said with a thin smile. “This time, 
Belasco, you steer. We‟re taking this Primeling to a safer 
place, and you‟re teaching him some of the Art.” 

 “As you command,” shrugged Belasco. Mordred 
beckoned the cloak, and it once again approached. 

 “Can‟t take much more,” Manuel gasped as the cloak 
kinked and juked. “Starving!” 

 “You‟ll do as you‟re told,” Mordred said coldly. “Serves 
you right for poking your nose where it doesn‟t belong.” 

 The trio strode into the Shroud, and once again they 
whirled through impossible darkness. 

 

 They paused on the flat, steaming bedrock just long 
enough for Belasco and the wino to topple out of the 
darkness, and then Mordred took charge of the Shroud and 
forced it back to Prime. Mordred effortlessly escaped the 
eternal night in the cloak. He stood with Manuel on the 
stained concrete floor of an unfinished basement. 

 “I beg you,” Manuel said as he writhed in Mordred‟s 
merciless grip.  

 “Quit sniveling,” Mordred said shortly. He gestured, and 
a scrye opened, filtering through half a dozen scenes before 
Mordred settled on one. “Now look, and let the view into 



 

   45 

your cloak. Here is your next set of victims. When you have 
them, return here, or I shall find you and teach you the true 
meaning of pain.” 

 “Y-yes sir,” Manuel managed weakly as the cloak 
whickered and snapped around him. 

 Mordred‟s scrye revealed a garage… 

* 

 Strange and Xavier stood on the edge of a field. 

 “I don‟t see anything,” Xavier said. 

 Strange smiled to himself. “See what I see,” he 
murmured. 

 Xavier allowed himself to move just a little into 
Strange‟s mind; he saw a wide, humming band of brilliant 
energy bisecting the field, some twenty feet thick. 

 He gasped. 

 “Yes,” Strange nodded. “The world is laced with lines 
like this. They are ley lines. Where they meet they form 
nodes. Because I am a geomancer, the earth spirits answer 
my call. As energy flows through and over the earth, so can I. 
We‟ll be able to enter the network of ley energy here, and exit 
it fairly close to my home in Greenwich Village, New York.” 

 “Is it safe?” Xavier asked. 

 “It is if you‟re with me,” Strange nodded. “I try not to 
do this very often because tinkering with the ley lines can 
cause unexpected side effects. But when the need is great,” 
he shrugged, “this is the fastest way I can travel.” He grasped 
Xavier‟s coat sleeve. “Here we go,” he said. 

 The two men stepped into the invisible crackling energy 
line, and they blurred like a sand painting in a water current. 
Then the night was again empty. 

* 
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 The band sat around the card table under the 
unwavering fluorescent light of the garage. They had closed 
the garage door now that the evening chill had crept into the 
air, and they were laughing as they sat around pizza boxes 
and rapidly draining cans of pop. 

 “See, I‟ll do most of the song writing,” Tandy said. “I 
figure the way this will work is I write the song, then come 
up with some guitar tabs for you two and keyboarding for 
me, and then you just… you just do what you do,” she said 
to Peter. He grinned a bit sheepishly. 

 “Go easy on me,” Mary Jane said. “I‟m still kind of 
sucking at the guitar playing. I‟m gonna hafta practice a lot to 
get up to speed.” 

 “Do your parents mind that we‟re making a ruckus in 
their garage?” Peter asked. 

 Tandy rolled her eyes. “Dad is pretty much permanently 
on business trips, and Mom isn‟t back from downtown yet. 
She has an appointment at the spa, followed by an art show 
she‟s directing. I‟m kind of curious to know how long it will 
be before one of them figures out I‟ve got a band.” 

 “Ah,” Peter said with a sage nod, sorry he asked. 

 “W-will w-w-we d-do covers?” Tyrone asked Tandy. 

 She shrugged. “I don‟t know. I formed the band because 
I‟ve got some ideas for songs, some of them written. I 
wanted people to help me out who, you know, don‟t mind 
going out on a limb and doing some experimental stuff.” 

 “I think we‟re all mental enough,” Mary Jane said with a 
nod. 

 “G-gotta p-pick a n-name,” Tyrone said. 

 “I like those weird kinky band names, like Crash Test 
Dummies and Goo Goo Dolls and Red Hot Chili Peppers,” 
Mary Jane grinned. 
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 “Those are all things. You‟re a material girl,” Peter 
observed. 

 “How about,” Mary Jane said thoughtfully, squinting at 
the ceiling, “Mad Mannikins, spelled with a „k‟ to make it 
more artsy? Like a protest of wooden performance or 
something.” 

 “I th-th-think we c-could be B-B-Busted C-Coffin!” 
Tyrone said. 

 “Whatever we pick, we all have to agree on it,” Tandy 
said. “We‟re in this together. I was thinking a possibility 
might be Muse Unbound or something.” 

 “Hang on,” Peter said, getting up. He returned with a 
spiral notebook and a pen. Opening the book, he leaned over 
it and started scratching in the names. 

 “Or Three Eyed Fish,” Mary Jane said. “That‟s kinda 
cool.” 

 “Ch-Ch-ainsaw R-review!” Tyrone grinned. 

 “Leaf Dance,” Tandy said dreamily. “I had this cool idea 
for a song watching leaves fall onto the lake.” 

 “CGM!” Tyrone contributed, “for C-comput-ter G-
generated Music!” 

 “But it isn‟t,” Mary Jane said. “Dude! How about this. 
Lawn Ornament.” 

 “Lawn Ornament?” Peter said skeptically. 

 “Well it‟s better than Butthole Surfers,” Mary Jane said 
primly. “We‟re brainstorming. Write it down.” 

 “We haven‟t really even talked about what kind of music 
we‟re going to do,” Peter said. “Should we let that help us 
decide what kind of band name to use?” 

 “D-deathtongue!” Tyrone added. 
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 Tandy smiled at them. “The name is the buy-in,” she 
said. “Once you feel the band is yours then we can move on. 
So we must pick something everyone likes.” 

 “No snide comments out of you,” Mary Jane said, 
pointing sternly at Peter. “Where were we?” 

 “G-goreblade!” Tyrone said. “Spattercash!” 

 “Not to be rude or anything, but I was wondering,” 
Mary Jane said to Tyrone. “Are you into death metal?” He 
grinned at her and nodded. “I see,” she mused. 

 “Peter, you haven‟t suggested anything,” Tandy said to 
him directly. 

 “Ah,” Peter said. He shrugged, a bit uncomfortable. “I, 
uh, don‟t really listen to a lot of music. This is kind of new 
for me.” Peter stopped, stiffened, peered around the garage. 

 Mary Jane noticed at once and got very nervous. Tyrone 
blinked at him, and Tandy raised an eyebrow. 

 Something out of place, something out of place; the shadows! 

 Peter sprang at Mary Jane and knocked her to the side as 
the shadows in the back corner of the garage erupted and 
whooshed out at the table, the edges of the shroud defying 
the laws of physics as they rigidly plunged ahead and swept 
the entire table into their folds. Peter looked back, but the 
shroud was already gone, and so was the table, and the 
chairs, and— 

 Tandy and Tyrone had vanished without a trace. 

 “Oh. My. God,” Mary Jane breathed. 

 “Go home,” Peter said, bounding to his feet. He rushed 
to the cordless phone and picked it up, punching in a 
number. 

 “No,” Mary Jane said, standing. “I‟m with you.” 

 “This is going to get ugly,” Peter said. “Please.” 
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 She wavered, then nodded. “Come by my place when 
you‟re done,” she said. He nodded, and she left. 

* 

 Illyana sat at the table, munching on a pickle and peanut 
butter and frito sandwich. The phone rang. She put her 
sandwich down and answered it. “Strange residence, Illyana 
attending.” 

 “This is Peter, Peter Parker,” came the agitated voice on 
the other end. “Is Strange in?” 

 The front door opened, and Strange walked in looking 
slightly haunted. Xavier was on his heels; he turned to close 
the door then saw Illyana and smiled. His smile was tense. 

 “Just walked in,” Illyana said. “Strange, it‟s that Parker 
guy. And welcome back.” 

 “Thank you,” Strange said distractedly. He took the 
phone. “This isn‟t a good time, Peter, can I call you back?” 

 “Fifteen seconds,” Peter said. “That‟s all I need. I was 
here at Tandy Bowen‟s place, we were talking, and this 
shadow swept out of the corner and took her and Tyrone. I 
barely got MJ and me out of the way. I wanted to tell you 
that, and to see if you have any ideas as to how I can get 
them back.” 

 Strange was silent for a moment. “Peter,” he said, “you 
do good work. We‟ll be right there.” 

 “Uh, thanks,” Peter said, a bit confused. Strange hung 
up and turned to Xavier and Illyana. 

 “My associate, Peter Parker, is a bit of a trouble 
magnet,” Strange said. “If something odd is going on in the 
area, it tends to find its way to him. And so has our cloak. 
Peter just witnessed an attack.” 

 “Wait, the cloak?” Illyana said. “The vampiric herald? 
The Shroud?” 
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 “Yes,” Strange replied. “It‟s out, it has a new host, and 
we need to rescue him before the Eye does its work and 
implodes the Shroud for good. So we have until he actually 
tries to feed, that‟s the trigger. Montessi‟s nephew is its host.” 

 “Oh man,” Illyana breathed. 

 “Let‟s go,” Strange said. “Scry for Peter, then come with 
us if you like.” 

 “Right, Chief,” Illyana said, and she thrust her hand out 
with her fingers spread as a disk ringed with dark eldritch 
flame swept up from the floor, carrying Xavier and Strange 
and Illyana to Limbo. 

 

 Xavier looked around, surprised. They were in a garden, 
mounds of greenery lining the winding cobbled paths. 
Above, a starry sky shone down on them. In the background, 
huge standing stones punctuated the garden, some half 
immersed in climbing vines. 

 Illyana‟s legs twisted to goat feet as horns swept up out 
of her head, a tail lashed behind her. She crouched by a deep 
still pool of black water, and gestured over it. “Okay, 
Parker,” she said. The scry rippled, and a garage was 
revealed. Peter stood by the phone, deep in thought and 
worry. 

 “Bingo,” Illyana said. “Have a nice trip.” She gestured, 
and another stepping disk flared around Strange and Xavier. 
They appeared in her scry, and she settled to watch the 
conversation. 

 

 Peter leaped to the side as the stepping disk flared, and 
he blinked to see Xavier and Strange. 

 “Xavier?” he said uncertainly. “You‟re walking?” 

 “With mechanical assistance,” Xavier said. “I have a 
machine that lets my psionics power my movement.” 
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 “Glad you found another way,” Peter said with a small 
smile. 

 Strange had his eyes closed, a thin line of concentration 
on his forehead. “It came from there,” he said with a gesture, 
“and swept through here, then disappeared.” 

 “Right,” Peter said. “People come and go in the 
strangest ways here.” He looked at Xavier. “If I don‟t 
understand, I figure it‟s magic and I go to Strange.” 

 “Seems a wise course,” Xavier said, looking sideways at 
Strange. The Sorcerer Supreme sat on the floor. 

 “I am going to search for the Shroud,” Strange said. 
“Xavier, you are welcome to do the same.” 

 “What should I do?” Peter asked. 

 “Protect our bodies while we‟re defenseless,” Strange 
nodded. 

 “I can do that,” Peter said. “Unless the Shroud comes 
back.” 

 “I don‟t think it will, it‟s too soon,” Strange said. 
“Illyana, scry for it.” Then he closed his eyes. Peter looked 
around. 

 “What, is she invisible now? What a chilling thought,” 
he muttered. He began to pace, casting glances at the two 
silent and motionless men from time to time, shaking his 
head. 

 

 Strange‟s astral form lifted from him, and he saw the 
world in a crispness that was impossible for mortal eyes as he 
saw the energies that resided in everything. Including the air. 
And the spirits of the earth. He sent out an inaudible keen, 
and spirits rushed to him as he drifted out of the garage.  

 He looked for an echo of the Shroud. None in the area 
knew more than the garage contact. So he began to flit across 
the earth, a driven ghost moving at the speed of thought. 
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 Xavier expanded his consciousness again, looking for 
the print of terror on the minds around him. He began a 
methodical sweep of the neighborhood, then he cast his 
thoughts wider. Hundreds of thoughts prickled in his mind, 
the signatures of a range of emotions, punctuated by the 
occasional flare of anger or spike of passion. What he sought 
was terror. It would only be a matter of time before he found 
it. 

 

 Illyana crouched by her pool, studying it as images 
flickered and danced in the still surface. “This is stupid,” she 
muttered. “I barely know what I‟m looking for.” Then her 
training returned to her; when she was a wizard, and no 
longer an apprentice, she would have more difficult searches 
than this. She applied herself, bending to the task, and the 
scry flickered faster. 

 “This sure would be easier if the damned thing would 
stay on Prime and not go jumping off where we can‟t 
follow,” she muttered. 

 

 Peter started thinking fast as a car pulled into the 
driveway. He didn‟t have a car anymore, Mary Jane had 
brought him. And she had left to go home. Strange and 
Xavier had no car. Tyrone had gotten a ride from Tandy. 
Peter peeked outside. A red Miata was in the driveway. A 
classy middle aged woman strolled up to her house, and let 
herself in. Peter breathed a sigh of relief, then resumed his 
vigil over his two stiff and motionless charges. 

 

CHAPTER SIX 

 The breathing dark in the corner of the musty basement 
shifted, and a darker fabric unfurled from depths 
unfathomable. With a hoarse scream, Manuel rode the 
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Shroud out of the endless dark, back to Prime. He yanked 
the folds of the cloak open, only darkness beneath. From 
that darkness, two teens were disgorged. 

 Sputtering and gasping, Tandy and Tyrone thudded 
gracelessly down on the concrete of the floor, struggling for 
air. 

 “I can‟t do it!” Manuel shouted at Mordred. “The agony! 
I am barely sane! But this is too monstrous! I will not… 
provide… a hunting ground for the foul thing—“ a rattling 
gasp of pain cut his words short. 

 Mordred stood motionless, staring at him coldly, 
decidedly unamused. “You could have done great things, 
Manuel de la Rocha. You still can. But first you must accept 
what you have become.” He sniffed. “That horrible hunger 
that is gnawing at your guts and your bones is a hunger for 
light, for living light. You cannot slake it without drinking 
souls. After the starving predator that conceals itself in your 
folds has cooked them properly, seasoned them with despair. 
Manuel! Get a hold of yourself! Don‟t you see? Hope is 
gone!” 

 Quivering under the battering assault of starvation, 
Manuel looked at Tandy and Tyrone with eyes too sunken to 
be seen, his fleshless face pulling his toughened skin ever 
tighter over a dark skull. 

 “Once again I must choose,” he whispered, “between 
hunger and pride.” 

 Tyrone pushed himself to his feet, trembling with fear. 
“T-t-ttake m-m-mm-me,” he stammered. “Let h-hher g-ggo!” 

 “Tyrone!” Tandy managed, rising. “You can‟t do this. I 
won‟t let you.” 

 The gold amulet at the Shroud‟s throat glittered with a 
cold light as Manuel stared at him. 
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 “Your mother loves you. You have brothers, sisters. 
You can‟t make this call,” Tandy said, standing with her back 
to the Shroud, staring up into Tyrone‟s eyes. 

 “Tandy!” Tyrone shouted, grasping her shoulders. “For 
once! Let me d-do this!” Then he pushed past her and flung 
himself at the Shroud‟s inky depths. 

 He was knocked to the floor by a twitch of the sentient 
fabric. “No,” Manuel said, a strange wonder in his voice. “If 
a sacrifice must be made… I can do no less than this 
unfortunate one. He would give his life to save yours.” 
Manuel‟s teeth chattered. “I must… uphold… my family‟s… 
name…”  

 He let out a tremendous scream as he furled the Shroud 
around himself, ever tighter. And then, for their sake, he gave 
up all hope. 

 Mordred shook his head, a faint smile on his lips. “So 
passes Manuel de la Rocha,” he murmured. He slipped out of 
the basement, locking the door behind himself. 

 “Run!” Tyrone said urgently to Tandy. “Run while you 
can!” 

 The Shroud had collapsed upon itself, Manuel had 
vanished within it. Once again, it was fabric. For a second, it 
did not stir. Then it restlessly twitched, and its broad, pointed 
shoulders whirled up from the ground, the cowl peaked and 
empty save for the darkness that echoed endlessly within its 
malice. The Shroud swirled, the amulet at its throat glittering. 
Traces of light whipped across the fabric from the amulet, 
swirling across the surface. The Shroud lunged as Tyrone 
cried out; it swept at Tandy, and Tyrone leaped into it, 
topping into its endless dark. 

 “No!” Tandy shouted, scrabbling for a grip on his ankle 
as he vanished into the inky emptiness. Then darkness 
covered them, and they were lost. 

* 
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 Xavier and Strange gasped in the same moment, and 
Peter whirled, ready to fight. Xavier opened his eyes and 
struggled to rise, Peter was at his side in a moment. 

 “What happened?” Peter asked urgently. 

 “It screamed,” Xavier said shortly. “Loud enough to be 
felt from here. Strange went to alert his apprentice.” 

 Strange‟s eyes opened, and he rolled easily to his feet. 
“Let‟s go,” he said, and a disk of pale darkness swept up 
around them, ringed in eldritch flame. 

* 

 Tandy blinked and looked around. Her mother, her 
father; they sat by a Christmas tree that was listlessly 
decorated. The gas log flickered in the fireplace, a Christmas 
special was on the television. In the next room, her aunt and 
uncles moved quietly, glancing in from time to time, walking 
on eggshells. 

 The doorbell rang, and her parents sprang up and 
rushed to the door.  

 “Somebody order a pizza?” the gangly youth said, 
brandishing his insulated sack full of pizza boxes. 

 Her father‟s jaw worked, his eyes bugging out slightly, 
and her mother turned away and concealed her sorrow 
behind her hand.  

 “I just keep hoping,” the older woman whispered. She 
walked over to the mantle and looked at Tandy‟s senior 
picture as one of Tandy‟s uncles rushed to pay for the pizza. 

 Tandy realized that she was never going to go home. 
She realized that no one would ever know where she had 
gone, what had become of her. 

 As the cold rushed through her, a light kindled in her 
eyes, a spark of determination. “Mom, Dad,” she said, 
knowing instinctively that they couldn‟t hear her. “There‟s 
always hope. Always. I never gave up.” She smiled at them. 
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“Merry Christmas,” she whispered. “Don‟t give my room 
away.” And she reached out to smooth her mother‟s hair, 
wondering if the gesture would bring any comfort at all, 
wondering whether she was a phantasm or they were. It was 
all so surreal; they looked a lot more real than she felt. She 
had to believe she could still do some good. 

 A star glittered with a cold, hard light in the night sky 
above. 

* 

 The stepping disk flared again, and Strange stood with 
Xavier and Peter and Illyana in the musty old basement. In 
the middle of the floor, the Shroud twitched and groaned, 
shifting restlessly, hungrily. Ripples of light, like sunlight on a 
clear stream, rolled and slithered across the fabric. The gold 
amulet shone with a merciless light, a pale burning glitter. 

 “Do something!” Peter demanded. “Xavier?” 

 Xavier nodded, his face ashen. “I‟ll try,” he said. He let 
his eyes drift closed, he tried to reach the mind in the 
Shroud. 

 He choked on a gasp and toppled over backwards, 
clawing at the air, as though he had been kicked in the chest. 
He curled up in a ball, jerking and whimpering. Peter smelled 
blood as it trickled from Xavier‟s nose and eyes. The stricken 
man was overcome with nightmares. 

 “Strange?” Peter said in a small voice, turning to the 
Sorcerer Supreme. 

 “Peter,” Strange said in a pained tone, “the amulet is 
doing what it was set to do. I‟m sorry, it‟s too late. The 
Shroud, and everyone in it, will be destroyed.” 

 “How do you know they‟re in there?” Peter demanded. 

 “I saw it happen,” Strange said, meeting his eyes levelly. 
“Peter. I‟m sorry.” 
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 “Dammit, those are my friends,” Peter said, his teeth set. 
“You‟ve got to do something!” His hands clenched and 
unclenched as his desperate urge to do something, anything, 
drew a blank on what he could do. 

 “Look!” Illyana said, pointing at the Shroud. 
“Something‟s happening!” 

 Light poured over the fabric like oil on water, and its 
twisting surface mixed breathtaking beauty and an ugly, 
thorough violence. The amulet contained the end of the 
world… 

 

 Tandy was drawn through the wall of her house, 
insubstantial. In the snow outside, she saw what looked like a 
huge, ugly, starving dog crouched in the snow. Its weak teeth 
were stained with fresh blood, and for all its patchiness it was 
the most horrible thing she had ever seen. 

 She stared at it as she drifted in the night sky, the sky 
that rippled with odd lights. A righteous wrath flared in her, 
and she burned with rage. Not for herself. But for all that 
had come before her. That would come after her. 

 “You must be stopped,” she said to the predator, more 
to speak the words than for it to hear them. In her anger, she 
groped for a weapon, for some way to stop the beast. 
Somehow she had to protect others who might find 
themselves in this hell. 

 Sudden light flared down from the brightest star in the 
heavens, filling her, and she kept none for herself as she 
opened to the monstrous creature. Light poured through her, 
smacking into the beast and driving it deep into the darkness, 
screaming a weird keening howl of pain and surprise and 
rage. Night fell away, and she was in a cold and mirthless 
suffusion of light. She drifted up towards the star, knowing 
that she had finally died, that she had perhaps passed some 
test, that heaven waited for her in the heart of the 
impossible, depthless light. 
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 “Within that net,” Strange said, pointing at the ripple of 
light that swarmed over and through the thrashing fabric of 
the Shroud, “is enough energy to destroy Prime. It‟s a 
countermeasure. The creator of the Shroud wanted to be 
sure it could not be easily destroyed. It took one of my most 
prized artifacts to assure that if the Shroud freed itself 
somehow, when it fed it would be contained and destroyed. I 
can‟t interfere with that process.” His face was heated, his 
words bitter, but he was not angry with Peter. 

 “I don‟t care,” Peter said deliberately. “You‟re an 
awesome sorcerer, right? You can contain the energies! 
Illyana can help! You‟ve got to try!” 

  

 Tandy reached the source of the light, the brightest star 
in a sky that didn‟t exist. Oddly enough, she recognized it. A 
blazing eye of gold, surrounded by golden beads, an eye that 
was bigger than she was. It sent ripples of energy through the 
sky, and she realized the world was ending around her. 

 “Please,” she said to the Eye, “where is Tyrone?” 

 It is too late for him, the Eye said. He is the Host. 
The Shroud must be destroyed. 

 “This is no way for him to die,” Tandy said. “I faced my 
horror, and you helped me. I can end here in peace. But 
Tyrone. He isn‟t finished living yet. Please, let him go. I beg 
you.” 

 It is too late. 

 Her determination hardened. “I don‟t know if this is a 
dream, or if this is what happens when you die, or what. But 
Tyrone is a good man, willing to sacrifice himself for others, 
and I can‟t allow his life to end here if there‟s anything left I 
can do.” 
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 The voice of the Eye seemed to filter across a thousand 
years. She had encountered an ancient intelligence, beyond all 
reckoning of time. In a moment of silence, she felt as though 
she were being judged. 

 If your course is set, then touch me, the Eye said, 
and test your resolve. Fail, and you will be destroyed. 
Succeed, and you will have the power to change the 
world. 

 Tandy took a deep breath. She thought of Tyrone‟s 
weary mother, of his brothers and sisters, of his goofy grin. 
Then, she drifted forward and planted her hands on the 
living gold of the Eye. 

 Energy swelled into her, through her, and she tried to 
block out the pain that raced through her blood. Too much 
depended on this. 

 She had no idea how much. 

 

 Strange gazed at the bundle of the Shroud, ever 
shrinking, as though the one inside was in fetal position. 
Light swelled across it as though from an underlit pool. He 
tightened his jaw, took a deep breath, settled himself. If 
nothing else, perhaps he could get a sense of whether they 
were still alive— 

 The light curled back like plastic wrap, peeling away 
from the Shroud and slithering inside it. The Eye glowed 
brilliantly at the throat of the Shroud, then the fabric 
violently shook and whipped open. Tandy was hurled from 
its depths to topple on the concrete floor and roll, gasping. 

 She shone; Light poured from her, she was luminescent, 
gleaming with an unearthly suffusion of angelic radiance. She 
unsteadily rose, and there were no shadows in the basement, 
for her Light absorbed them instead of casting them. Surreal 
in her beauty, she blinked once, then oriented on Strange. 
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 “This,” she said softly. “This is yours.” She held out her 
hand, and Strange took the heavy lump of jewelry that was, at 
last, no longer the Eye of Agamotto. As he did, he saw the 
unearthly Light carve a circle around one of her eyes, flaring 
silver, a Light that contained within it enough beauty to melt 
hearts and dispel any darkness. 

 She turned and knelt by the Shroud, as Tyrone coughed. 
He retched, as she knelt by him and gripped his shoulders, 
soothing him. Spent and wounded, the Shroud lay flat on the 
floor around him, simple cloth. 

 “What just happened?” Illyana asked a bit shakily. 

 “Wow,” Peter replied. 

 Strange stood, transfixed by the living Light of 
Agamotto. Tears slid from the corners of his eyes. 

 Xavier shifted, and seemed to sleep peacefully. 

 With a sucking slithering sound, the Shroud was again 
moving. It retracted, pulling within itself, and Tyrone whined 
in pain as it was sucked into his eye sockets. Then he blinked, 
and the fabric was gone. Wearing jeans and a tee shirt, 
Tyrone lay on the floor, gangly and awkward. He looked at 
Tandi, speechless at her Light. 

 “Are you gonna be okay?” Tandy asked him, seriously 
concerned. He nodded. Then he lay back, exhausted. She 
stood, and opened her hand. She looked down at her 
gleaming aura. 

 Then she looked at Xavier. She knelt by him, touched 
him, and her Light filled him. The nightmares were driven 
away; he blinked, opened his eyes. He saw her, and his eyes 
widened. 

 “Have I died?” he asked in a hushed voice. 

 “No more than I have,” she replied. She looked to 
Strange and Peter. “What happened?” 
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 Strange cleared his throat. “You now bear the Light of 
Agamotto, as it was carried in the Eye for so long. Now, you 
have been given that power for your own. You must have 
come beneath the scrutiny of Agamotto‟s presence as 
remembered in the Eye.” 

 “I talked to the Eye,” Tandy said, rising. “It told me if I 
had sufficient resolve, I could change the world.” 

 Strange, unable to speak, simply nodded. He pushed his 
face into the crook of his arm, clearing his vision, then he 
looked at her again. “Now you are the Eye of Agamotto.” 
He glanced around the chilly, barren basement. “Let‟s go 
back to my Sanctum,” he said. “We can finish this there.” 

 Illyana squinted at Tyrone. “Okay, I don‟t see a portal 
there,” she said. 

 “He should be simple enough to transport when it is 
quiescent,” Strange said. “With luck, by the end of the night 
we‟ll have it out of him.” Everyone was gathered to their feet 
in a small group. A stepping disk flared, and the basement 
was empty. 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN 

 A huge man lay in a specially designed bed that was 
equipped to handle his bulk. Twice as wide as a king sized 
bed, and half again as long, the bed was mounted on truck 
springs that were taxed by the weight of the man that lay on 
them. The rest of his room was palatially appointed, but only 
a few small candles burned to illuminate it. His hawkish, 
leering face was relaxed by exhaustion as he lay unmoving. A 
washcloth lay across his empty eyes. 

 “My servants have left,” the huge man rumbled. “What 
do you want.” His voice was harsh. 

 “Nuclear weapons,” replied the smooth, cultured voice. 

 “Hah,” barked the vast man. “No. Leave or die.” 
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 “You will get me six,” the smooth voice continued. 
“Not warheads, bombs. They don‟t have to be especially 
powerful, but they do have to be dirty as hell.” 

 “Nukes in the United States is bad for business,” the 
huge man said dismissively. He pushed a red button by his 
bed. 

 “Your call button won‟t work. I wanted to speak with 
you in private. I have arranged for that to happen,” the 
smooth voice said, but there was an undercurrent of 
something darker in it now. “These nuclear bombs won‟t be 
used in the United States. I‟ve already made arrangements to 
ship them to Europe. Eastern Europe, to be more precise. 
Half the world away.” 

 “Do you have any idea what that costs?” Fisk rumbled. 

 “You will help me, Wilson Fisk,” the voice purred. “You 
see, I plan to blow up Latveria.” 

 Fisk wavered. “Latveria,” he said, as though the word 
tasted awful. 

 “Latveria,” soothed the other voice. 

 Fisk shifted uncomfortably. “It will be expensive,” he 
said. 

 Mordred just laughed. 

* 

 Strange‟s kitchen was filled with a somber group, but his 
kitchen table was big enough to seat all of them. Xavier, 
Tandy, Peter, and Illyana sat at the table, and Strange led 
Tyrone off to the side.  

 “I‟m going to try to remove the Shroud from you,” he 
said. Tyrone nodded, looking somewhat relieved. “By the 
way,” Strange added, “My name is Stephen Strange. Pleased 
to meet you.” 

 “P-pleasure‟s mine,” Tyrone said. He squinted his eyes 
shut hard, tense, hands balled into fists. “G-go on,” he said. 
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 Strange let his eyes lazily drift half closed, and he raised 
his hand towards Tyrone. Then he blinked. 

 “Something‟s wrong,” he said. “Did you… did you 
exchange words with the predator in the Shroud?” 

 Tyrone shuffled a bit, sheepishly. “K-kinda,” he said. 

 “And?” Strange said, raising an eyebrow. 

 Tyrone was sweating. He shifted from foot to foot. “I p-
p-pp-promised it l-light an a h-ho-ost-tif it w-ww-w-would-d 
l-let T-Tandy g-go.” 

 “That‟s probably why I was drifting out of the illusion,” 
Tandy said. “I saw the predator. Then, I got so angry at it, 
for what it was, and… I don‟t know. Some spark, and the 
light came through me, and it knocked the predator deep 
into the dark.” 

 Strange nodded. “You see,” he said, “the Shroud is tied 
into an incredible number of, how to put it, networks in this 
world and others. That‟s how it moves, by transferring from 
one network to another. When you make a deal with the 
predator, then all those networks provide support for the 
predator to enforce it. All of the ancient magics give great 
power to a vow. There was no way you could have known 
that.” 

 “W-woulda d-d-done it an-n-nyway,” Tyrone said 
quietly, not looking at Tandy. 

 “Tyrone,” Strange said seriously, clasping his shoulders 
in his hands and looking him in the eye, “the only way you‟re 
going to be able to restrain the Shroud is if you get enough 
living light. And the only source besides the life force of 
people is Tandy.” He looked over at her, then back at him. 
“If you two are separated for more than a week or so, and 
I‟m guessing at that time frame, people could be killed. This 
is not a game.” 

 “If you can‟t take his power, can you take mine?” Tandy 
asked quietly. 
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 Strange released Tyrone and looked over at her. “Even 
if I could, I wouldn‟t. Agamotto has a knack for choosing 
those who he wants to carry his power. If he chose you, I 
would not gainsay his wisdom.” 

 “Who is Agamotto?” Tandy asked. 

 Strange and Tyrone moved to the table and sat. 
“Agamotto,” Strange said with a  small smile. “He was the 
first World Mage, the first Sorcerer Supreme for Prime. He 
created artifacts to embody his principles, to keep them alive 
while generations come and go, so the Sorcerer Supreme 
would always have a primary source to remember his 
teaching. The Eye was the most powerful of them. And now 
it is no longer an artifact. Incarnated, it is in you.” He rubbed 
his eyes briefly.  

 “There are bound to be side effects,” he said, looking at 
Tandy and Tyrone. “I am the one that bound the Eye and 
the Shroud together. You two have undone that. But you 
carry them within you now. If you have any questions, any 
concerns, if anything odd happens, do not hesitate to contact 
me. This could be vitally important. Okay?” 

 They both nodded. 

 “S-sir?” Tyrone said. “W-w-wwhat about the Shroud?” 

 Strange looked him in the eye. “It can teleport between 
dimensions, as you discovered. Within is a predator that 
drains victims of all hope and then devours their life force. It 
was a herald of vampires, and it was slave to the ruler of the 
dimension of nightmares.” He paused. “Be careful,” he said. 

 “Y-yes s-ss-sir,” Tyrone said. He couldn‟t restrain a jaw 
cracking yawn. “I g-gotta get h-home, my m-mm-momma‟s 
gonna k-kill me.” 

 “Before you go,” Xavier said suddenly. His eyes were 
bloodshot, his bald head seemed unsteady on his thin neck. 
“What of Manuel? He was the host when the Shroud 
captured you.” 
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 Tandy and Tyrone exchanged a glance. Tandy sighed. 
“He came out of the shadows,” she said, “swept us away. But 
he kicked us out in that basement. He was talking to 
someone, someone that told him to devour us because there 
was no other way to end the hunger. He said something 
about having to choose between… between pride and 
hunger,” she said thoughtfully. “Tyrone offered himself to 
the Shroud, and Manuel was so impressed, he said he could 
do no less… something about his family honor. Then the 
Shroud… sucked him in, I suppose. And it came after us.” 
She shrugged. “It got Tyrone first.” 

 Xavier was very pale. “Thank you,” he said in a steady 
voice. He closed his eyes. 

 Strange reached into his coat and pulled out two 
business cards, sliding one to Tandy and one to Tyrone. 
“Anything,” he said. “Even if it feels trivial. Let me know.” 

 “Thank you for your help,” Tandy said. 

 “Believe it or not,” Strange said quietly, “your 
convictions saved you this time.” He smiled briefly at them. 
“Illyana, can you take them home?” 

 “Yeah, come here,” she said to them. The three stepped 
away from the table and vanished in a flare of dark light. 

 “All‟s well that ends well, I guess,” Peter said, rising. “I 
have to go tell Mary Jane what happened.” He shook his 
head. “She‟s going to think she needs some kind of wacky 
power next.” 

 “Peter,” Strange said, searching for words. “I‟m sorry I 
couldn‟t do more.” 

 Peter smiled briefly. “I‟m spoiled,” he said. “I‟m used to 
dealing with problems I can punch, and if I can‟t punch it 
you wave your hands and it‟s fixed.” He shrugged. “This sort 
of thing is probably more what you‟re used to. The thornier 
problems.” 

 Strange just nodded.  
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 Peter glanced away. “I shouldn‟t have snapped at you. 
It‟s just different when they‟re your friends.” He smiled 
again, to be polite, and left. 

 Xavier and Strange regarded each other from across the 
table as the door closed behind him. 

 “Thank you, Doctor,” Xavier said quietly. 

 “I would like to have done more,” Strange said ruefully. 
Xavier shrugged. 

 “You got me close,” he said. “I would never have 
known how the story ended if you had not moved be across 
the country in a matter of minutes. Was it minutes?” 

 “Seconds,” Strange shrugged. “Ultimately, the Shroud 
was my responsibility. I don‟t know how Manuel got to it, 
but I believe we are all genuinely sorry he did.” 

 “He wasn‟t your responsibility,” Xavier said, shifting 
uncomfortably. “I was reckless. I thought I could control the 
circumstances around Manuel when he traveled. I trusted 
him to take care of himself until he‟d had time to think. I 
could have stopped him long ago. It was my arrogance that 
let him run. He was my charge. I should have stopped him.” 
His jaw tightened. “I won‟t make that mistake again,” he 
murmured. 

 Strange stood. “They are all my charges,” he said 
seriously. “And I can never save them all.” He smiled 
ruefully. “I think we should stay out of the ley lines for the 
rest of the evening. Let‟s see about booking an unreasonably 
early flight to Los Angeles.” 

 Xavier mutely nodded. 

 Strange sighed as he regarded the phone. “No,” he said 
slowly. “No, that would take too long. Montessi deserves to 
know. To be told in person. I‟ll get Illyana.” He sat in a chair 
and relaxed. A moment later he opened his eyes, and a 
stepping disk flared, depositing Illyana in the kitchen. 



 

   67 

 “Let‟s go,” she said under her breath. “I don‟t think 
anybody‟s going to get any sleep tonight anyway.” 

* 

 Mary Jane started up off the couch as the door to her 
small apartment opened. Peter smiled at her ruefully, and she 
knelt on a cushion by the coffee table, a towel laid out on the 
floor in front of her. 

 “Okay, hotshot,” she said. “I‟m ready to do your 
stitches.” There was an odd mix of tension and relief in her 
smile. 

 Peter closed the door behind himself, and sat on the 
floor by Mary Jane. He put his arm around her, and with his 
other hand he took the curved needle out of her hand. “Not 
this time,” he said. “I didn‟t throw a single punch.” 

 “Tandy and Tyrone?” Mary Jane asked breathlessly. 

 Peter rolled his head to the side, then leaned it against 
Mary Jane. He closed his eyes and listened to her heart beat. 
“They‟re alive,” he said. “Neither one is in the hospital. 
But… but they‟ve changed.” 

 “Changed?” 

 Peter sighed. “Tandy is now this battery of living light, 
and Tyrone? Well, on a bad day he‟s going to turn into that 
thing that swept them away. Now Tandy is the Eye, or has 
the light of the Eye. Tyrone is the host for something called 
the Shroud.” 

 “Strange couldn‟t fix it?” Mary Jane said skeptically. 

 “How did you know Strange got involved?” Peter asked. 

 “Duh, this is out of your reach,” she said. “You always 
get him in on it when you‟re stuck, and don‟t think I think 
any less of you because you were stuck on square one in this 
mess.” 

 “Why do you have to be right all the time?” Peter 
wondered aloud. 



 

68 

 “So is the band still on?” she asked. 

 Peter sighed, hiding his face by her shoulder. “I didn‟t 
ask,” he said. “I‟m really tired. I… I don‟t want to talk about 
it. I haven‟t felt this helpless… in a long, long time, Mary 
Jane. There was nothing I could do.” 

 “Ssh,” Mary Jane said. “Come here.” She put her arms 
around him. “My little drummer boy,” she said with a fond 
smile. “It‟s been a hell of a day, hasn‟t it?” 

 “So much for lifting heavy stuff,” he said with a small 
smile as his eyes met hers. 

 “What do you think my funky power should be?” she 
asked thoughtfully. 

 “I knew it, I knew it,” Peter groaned. 

 She consoled him. 

* 

 Strange and Xavier walked up the steps to the entrance 
of Montessi‟s mansion. She threw the door open and rushed 
out to them, her eyes wide. 

 “What news?” she asked, and she looked into Strange‟s 
eyes. She read the tidings there, and she stepped back, 
swallowing hard. 

 “However he may have lived,” Strange said quietly, “he 
died a hero.” He bowed his head. “I‟m sorry, Elsbeth.” 

 “You did all you could,” she said firmly, smoothing his 
lapel. 

 They exchanged a wordless moment, then he pulled her 
into an embrace.  

 “Be well, Elsbeth,” Strange said, taking a step back and 
touching her face. “I‟ll be back later.” He turned, and walked 
into the shadows. 

 “Xavier,” Elsbeth said to the thin man on the porch. 
“It‟s been a long time. What are you doing here?” 
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 Xavier smiled. “Yes, it has,” he said. He glanced away. 
“I… I was following Manuel.” 

 “Why?” she asked. 

 “I work at Frost‟s school,” Xavier said. He shrugged. 
“That‟s not important right now. Just… would you 
please.…” He tried a smile. 

 “Go on,” she prompted. 

 “My deepest regards,” Xavier said. “Please give my 
regards to your sister, Manuel‟s mother. Tell Agatha that we 
did our best to save him. Just…” His smile faltered. 
“Remember me to her.” 

 Elsbeth nodded.  

 Xavier turned and stumbled off the porch, away from 
the light, into the darkness. 

* 

 Strange walked along the sidewalk in the silver 
moonlight. Illyana fell in step beside him. 

 “It‟s been a hell of a day,” she noted. 

 He nodded. “It was going so well until after supper.” 

 Illyana took a deep breath. “Belasco invaded Limbo this 
morning, and I faced him. Beat him. I became the 
uncontested world mage of Limbo. I used your magic and 
Valeria‟s martial arts, and I fought for my home and my 
future and I won without help.” 

 Strange glanced at her, slightly bemused, a pleased 
expression on his face. “Congratulations, Illyana,” he said.  

 “Thank you,” she said with a nod, breathing out. 

 “We have another task before us.” 

 “I was thinking that too,” Illyana said. “Tandy and 
Tyrone said there was somebody else in that basement, 
somebody that the Shroud was talking to.” 
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 “Exactly,” Strange said with a nod. “The energy was 
eldritch. It was fey. Whatever was talking to him was a scion 
of the Unseelie Court. I‟m going to go home and double 
check a few of my seals tonight. Something nasty has gotten 
loose, and we have not yet seen the beginning of the end of 
it.” 

 “I thought it was an accident,” Illyana said, surprised. 

 “It was meant to look like an accident,” Strange replied 
with a nod. “We‟ll discuss this in Limbo, later. I think for 
now I need to go meditate.” 

 “I hear that,” Illyana said. “You ready to head home?” 

 He nodded. “Take me away, World Mage of Limbo,” he 
said with a bit of a saturnine grin. 

 The stepping disk swept them away. 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT 

 A faint mist of rain drizzled down over the battlements, 
making the fresh stone and steel of the fortress walls slick 
and uncertain. Standing behind the crenellations, 
commanding a superior view of the castle, a figure in sleek 
steel power armor studied the proceedings. The power armor 
was draped in a green tabard, and a cowled cloak was 
carelessly draped over one shoulder. 

 Below, peasants toiled to lift huge blocks of stone into 
place, and machines welded and blazed, fusing stone and 
using molten metal for mortar. 

 He turned as a door opened to the parapet. “Yes?” he 
demanded, his clipped voice modulated by the armor. “What 
is it?” 

 A woman clad in pale white strolled out on the parapet 
and glanced down at the view. “Well, m‟lord, I‟ve got the 
next batch of mercenaries up to speed. It wasn‟t cheap,” she 
added. 
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 “That‟s why we‟ve been hitting drug runners,” the 
armored figure reminded her. He would be taller than she 
was even without the armor, but with it‟s imposing bulk he 
towered over her. 

 “True,” she nodded. “Fortifications are going well. By 
this afternoon we should be ready to begin mounting the 
gatling mini-gun turrets on the walls.” 

 “The physical preparations and defenses are going well,” 
the armor nodded. “Remember, in case of an actual attack, 
they are just deterrents. I will stop the intruders.” He paused, 
lost in thought. She regarded him; his pitted faceplate, the 
sickly green light that oozed from his eye and mouth slits. 

 He shook his head. “I must go and meditate. I sense 
something out of place, and the future is nettling me. I must 
go and peer into it as far as I am able. Have you ordered the 
replacement parts for my backup suits?” 

 “The materials for your armorsmithing are on the way,” 
she replied with a curt nod. 

 “Good,” he said, standing straight and turning from the 
damp view of his small kingdom. “There is much yet to do 
before our lands are safe.” 

 She had nothing to add to that. He turned and strode 
into the doorway, out of the drizzle. She peered down at the 
workers as a huge block of stone thudded down in place. 
 “Am I doing the right thing?” she wondered. Then she 
sighed. She wondered how many military figures had served 
entirely sane rulers… 
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PART TWO 

 

Friday, September 26 

 Elsbeth Montessi sat in her executive office chair, gazing 
out over the city. She sighed almost imperceptibly. Then her 
assistant buzzed the intercom. 

 “Ms. Montessi, there‟s a man here to see you. Says his 
name is Robert Burns. Wants to talk to you about a shroud.” 

 Elsbeth‟s eyebrows contracted. “Send him in,” she said. 
A moment later, the door opened and a slender graceful man 
in a tastefully tailored suit stepped in, looking a bit 
uncomfortable. He had very slim features, his eyes and 
mouth were upswept in the corners just slightly. Brilliantly 
white hair waved over his head as though sculpted. His eyes 
were dark and expressive. 

 “Elsbeth Montessi,” she said, “but you clearly know 
that. Who are you?” 

 “I‟m sorry to interrupt,” he said in a smooth, low voice. 
“You—this sounds so stupid. I did a divination. Were you—
do you know someone—“ he paused, and chuckled, a pained 
expression on his face. “I‟m botching this. Look, around 
Christmas, my son Steve was attacked by this darkness. I did 
some research, it‟s called a Shroud. My divinations pointed to 
you as someone who might—who knows—“ he sighed, 
exasperated. “I‟m so sorry. I‟ll leave.” He turned to go. 

 “The Shroud, yes,” she said. “Last week I lost someone 
to the Shroud. Where did you read about it?” 

 “Heh,” he managed, “The Scrolls of Skelos. I know, 
ancient hooey. But I… I have reason to believe,” he said 
earnestly. 

 “So do I,” she said with a faint smile. “I‟m sorry about 
your son. My nephew was taken.” 
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 Relief broke across the visitor‟s face like a sunrise. “You 
know what I‟m talking about,” he said gratefully. “I can 
hardly believe it.” 

 “Hard, isn‟t it,” she mused. “I never said goodbye.” 

 He smiled at her, then shuffled a bit awkwardly. “I 
managed to get this far in my mind,” he said, “but I don‟t 
know what to do next. I guess it‟s just better knowing that 
others… Somebody else knows what I‟m going through.” 

 She smiled to herself. “Indeed. Say, I‟m just on my way 
out to lunch. Would you care to join me?” 

 “Would… yes! Yes, of course!” he said. He smiled again, 
and she could tell it was not an expression he used a lot. 
“Thanks!” 

 “Don‟t mention it, Mr. Burns.” She gracefully stood, 
and they left together. 

* 

 “So what are we looking at?” Illyana asked, tricked out 
as demon sorceress, complete with goat legs and a tail and 
horns. Strange stood next to her, looking down into her 
scrying pool in Limbo. They saw a gate, inscribed with a 
mighty sigil of protection. 

 “That is an unbroken seal to hold an ancient evil in 
containment for all time, or close to it,” Strange said. “Is it 
intact?” 

 Illyana tossed some mystic probes at it. “Solid as a 
rock,” she said.  

 “Only one problem,” Strange said. “Watch me.” He 
folded himself into nothingness, and moments later he 
appeared next to the seal. 

 “Whoah,” Illyana said with genuine admiration. “You 
okay, chief?” she asked the image. Strange could not hear 
her. She wondered if she would ever be able to traverse 
dimensions with such ease. 
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 Strange put his hand on the sigil, and it unbound under 
his touch. The doorway opened. Inside there was—nothing. 
Nothing at all. 

 Strange folded back into himself, and moments later he 
rejoined her. 

 “You are scary mobile out here in the boondock 
dimensions,” Illyana said seriously. 

 “Thank you,” he nodded. “That was a prison. It held 
one of the most dangerous sorcerers I‟ve been up against in 
this reality. He was the first one I seriously clashed with 
when I came here. He is an exile of the Unseelie Court.” 

 “Isn‟t the Unseelie Court dark fairies?” Illyana asked. 

 “Yes,” Strange nodded. “But not what you‟re thinking 
of. Not dancing nymphs and goat men with pan pipes. The 
fey are ancient, and very real. I‟ve told you about the balance 
of the energies before,” he said. “Before humanity rose, the 
fey maintained a kind of primitive balance on Prime. As 
humanity learned tools and changed their world, the fey fell 
back before them. But there were always two sides, you see. 
Not a duality, just different aspects.” 

Strange thought for a moment as he looked at 
Illyana, choosing his words. “The fey don‟t have the same 
view that humans do. The Seelie fey are benevolent and 
helpful when it suits them, and ultimately they are pleased 
when things go well and happiness is the end result. The 
Unseelie feed on discontent, pain, and evil. The courts need 
each other to form a circle, and where one ends the other 
begins. The Unseelie are often helpful when grief will result, 
and the Seelie are frequently callous to suffering they don‟t 
understand.” He shrugged. “I haven‟t taught you about the 
fey because… it‟s best to leave them to their own devices. 
Their time has changed, and those that cannot change with it 
fade from Prime.” 

 He squinted down into the portal. “Mordred the Mystic 
is a scion of the Unseelie Court, banished for insolence and 
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avidly watched by those he amuses. Pain flows in his wake. 
He is a very bad creature, and he is very, very old. Needless 
to say, he was difficult to restrain because what he lacks in 
raw power he has in cunning. Our last fight was a long game 
of cat and mouse where I eventually snatched him when he 
wasn‟t expecting it. It could have gone either way. I don‟t 
want to play again.” 

 “Now you have us, though,” Illyana said. “That‟s gotta 
make it easier.” 

 “Not for you,” Strange replied. “The Shroud was 
targeting Peter. Mordred must know who is in my circle by 
now. Be doubly careful. He will start with those around me 
and work his way in to me, when he is strong and I am 
weak.” 

 “Thank you for that,” Illyana said with an expression of 
distaste. “Makes a girl want to stay here, where it‟s safe.” 

 “Except from Belasco, and those like him,” Strange 
observed. Illyana blinked. “Interesting coincidence, don‟t you 
think?”  

 “Wow,” she murmured. “Now that you mention it, 
there are a few loose ends. Why did he come here if not to 
challenge me? He was almost out of the dimension when I 
caught him.” She looked around her garden and shivered. 

 “The very air has an answer,” Strange said, turning from 
the pool. “Your sense of the dimension changed when you 
beat Belasco, and it‟s taken you a while to normalize how 
things are supposed to feel. Indeed, the whole place is a bit 
different now,” he said, looking up. 

 Thin tatters of flame curled in the starry sky, but there 
were signs of sunrise on a horizon. A fitful breeze blew 
across the land, ruffling the leaves. Strange smiled quietly to 
himself 

 “This place will be truly beautiful,” he mused. He 
returned his attention to Illyana. “Someone is siphoning 
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energy from your dimension. Not a lot, just a trickle. If you 
find the leak, that might lend insight into what Belasco was 
doing here.” 

 “I‟ll find it,” she nodded. “Don‟t you worry about that. 
When I do, I‟ll let you know.” 

 “Good,” Strange said. He slowly turned, looking around 
his garden. “You are really making strides here.” 

 “You showed me how,” she said seriously. 

 He faced her. “I‟ll see you on Prime,” he said quietly. He 
smiled. “Will you do the honors?” 

 “You bet,” she said, and a stepping disk slid up, carrying 
the Sorcerer Supreme back to Prime. 

* 

 Mordred strolled merrily over the pile carpet in the 
executive office. He drew in and released a deep breath as he 
grinned out over the city of New York, bustling below. A 
pair of workmen carried in a sofa. 

 “Where d‟ya wan it, Mr. Burns?” one said. 

 “There by the wall will do,” he said with a smile. The 
office smelled of fresh paint and new carpet. He settled 
himself in the leather chair, behind the large desk. 

 The workmen adjusted the couch, then straightened. 
“That‟s all of it, Mr. Burns,” one said. 

 “Good, dismissed,” Mordred said. They left, and he 
locked the door behind them. Returning to his desk, he 
pulled a dish out of a drawer and placed it on the desk. Then 
he reached into his coat pocket and removed the Darkstone. 
He put it in the dish. 

 “Wake up, my little toy,” he breathed, and he whispered 
words so ancient and peculiar that they were more 
idiosyncratic expressions of an inhuman intellect than true 
language. The stone responded. It seemed to liquefy, and he 
reached a slim finger down to stroke it. The stone distended 
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a tentacle and wrapped it around his finger, and he touched 
the glistening strip of stone with another finger, so it 
retracted.  

 “Hello there,” he whispered to it. “You‟ve been asleep 
for a long, long time. But now we‟re going to play another of 
our little games with you.” He leaned back in the creaking 
leather of his chair, malice glittering in his amused eyes. 

* 

Illyana and Valeria sat in crude chairs on one of the 
balconies of Valeria‟s fortress in Limbo. Illyana sipped at her 
tea as Valeria regarded the sky. 

 “That must be east,” she said, pointing. 

 “It hardly matters,” Illyana said with a puckish grin. 
“There‟s no magnetic north, and it‟s not like civilization is 
going to sprawl out into the wilderness. Though perhaps I 
could charge for hiking tours to the Edge of Hell. There are 
still some wastelands here.” 

 “I thought that might be east,” Valeria said, “because 
the sun might rise there.” Subtle shades of pastel washed the 
sky, underlit the clouds. 

 “I‟m kind of curious myself to see if we eventually get a 
sunrise,” Illyana said. “It‟s been like that for days.” She 
brightened. “Maybe we‟ll get weather!” 

 “Hard to feel the passage of time here,” Valeria said 
with a shake of her head. “I had no idea the number of 
things I use every day. Like these plates,” she said, touching 
them. “When I left Prime to stay here for a while, I really 
have come to appreciate how many creature comforts we all 
use.” 

 “I just whip „em up as I need „em,” Illyana nodded, “but 
then again I‟m the world mage.” She looked towards the 
potential sunrise. “I didn‟t realize how much of Belasco was 
left here,” she murmured. “I think something in me is 



 

78 

healing. And I think something in Limbo is healing too.” She 
turned to Valeria. “How are you doing?” 

 Valeria sighed. “I‟m waiting for word from the outside 
world,” she said quietly. “Waiting to hear that Victor has 
gone on a killing spree, or been killed, or succumbed to the 
warpstone and died, or… I don‟t know what. I… I don‟t 
know how to admit this. I don‟t have the courage to face him 
again,” she said, looking directly into Illyana‟s eyes. “To see 
how badly things between us are broken. I don‟t think I 
could bear to see his mind… cracked.” Valeria shivered. “To 
know I was a part of what happened to him.” 

 “I‟ve seen him.” Illyana shrugged, looking away. “Since 
the accident.” 

 “Tell me,” Valeria said breathlessly. “What was he—
how is he doing?” 

 “He‟s a lot more powerful,” Illyana said. “The warpstone 
augmented his mystical prowess greatly. And… um… not 
quite sure how to put it… he‟s a lot more determined. Maybe 
that‟s not the word. But he seems kind of fatalistic. And right 
after we left, Fisk and his people blew up the castle.” 

 “What?” Valeria said, sitting up straight. 

 “Helecopters, missiles, they just blew it up. The whole 
front of the palace was rubble,” Illyana said. “I wasn‟t there, 
I was healing up from the beating he gave me. I was just 
watching him. It made him pretty mad.” 

 “Is he alright?”  

 “Who can tell?” Illyana shrugged. 

 “Yes, who can tell,” Valeria said. “He‟s so unpredictable. 
I feel like at any time he could just jump out and say „Boo‟. I 
can relax here in Limbo, I don‟t think he could find his way 
out here. But you never know, with Victor,” she mused. 
“That was part of his charm. It isn‟t anymore.” 
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 They were quiet for a while in the arrested sunrise. 
Valeria ate one of the donuts Illyana had brought, Illyana 
sipped some tea. 

 “He‟s my husband,” Valeria murmured. “How do you 
divorce the king of a sovereign nation that doesn‟t want to 
divorce you?” She shook her head.  

 “I haven‟t forgiven myself for how it turned out,” 
Illyana said. She sighed. “Keeps me up at night sometimes. I 
can think of a dozen ways I could have handled that better. 
As I look back, what happened kind of lands in the „worst 
case scenario‟ pile.” 

 “You saved my life,” Valeria said. 

 “Or Victor‟s,” Illyana noted as she raised her eyebrows 
seriously. “Hm. Victor. He doesn‟t seem very victorious 
these days. Have you thought about visiting him?” 

 “To what end?” Valeria said sharply. “So he can try to 
compel me to stay?” 

 “Forget I mentioned it,” Illyana said a bit wearily. “I 
gotta go.” She stood and stretched. “Anything you need 
from Prime?” 

 “No,” Valeria said, her eyes distant. “Nothing.” 

 

CHAPTER NINE 

Friday, October 3 

 Dani leaned against the doorframe, watching as Elsbeth 
adjusted her makeup with small touches. Elsbeth wore a 
shimmering dress, with long sleeves and low heels. Her hair 
was piled up and arranged tastefully on her head. She wore 
glittering earrings. 

 “You look fabulous,” Dani said. “Where are you going?” 

 “I‟m going to go out dancing with Robert,” Montessi 
said. “It is a Friday night, after all.” 
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 “So do I get to meet this Robert guy?” Dani asked with 
a small grin. 

 “Certainly, I‟ll introduce you,” Elsbeth said as she 
touched up her lipstick. 

 Dani glanced down at her tee shirt and jeans. “How 
about I go change.” 

 “Don‟t go overboard, you aren‟t coming along as 
chaperone,” Elsbeth said, amused. 

 

 The doorbell rang, and Elsbeth glided up to the front 
door to answer it. As she opened the door, Dani stood in the 
background with what she hoped wasn‟t a silly grin. 

 “Good evening, Elsbeth,” Robert said smoothly as he 
stepped inside, the light glinting on his white hair. He turned 
his slim features to Dani, who was wide eyed and pale under 
her olive complexion. 

 “This must be Dani,” Robert said. He approached her, 
took her hand. “Charmed,” he said, kissing the back of her 
hand. She tried a smile, and he released her. “Shall we go?” 
He said to Elsbeth. 

 “Behave yourself,” Elsbeth said to Dani, looking very 
slightly concerned. “I‟ll be back by one o‟clock.” 

 Dani absently waved to her, and the couple swept out 
the door.  

 Dani slowly backed up to the stairs and then slid down 
to sit on them. “What the hell is he?” she breathed. 

 

Saturday, October 4 

 Illyana lay flat on her stomach on the stone table in her 
throne room, reading in a big book. With a scrabbling of 
claws, one of her demons ran up to her and put his claws up 
on the table. He dropped a rock. Illyana absently picked it up 
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and flung it in a random direction. The demon scrabbled off. 
A few seconds later, the demon bounded back as she 
absently turned the page. Clunk went the rock as the demon 
dropped it by her. Illyana picked it up and tossed it over a 
wall. The demon scrambled after it. 

 Illyana glanced up, startled, to see Valeria stroll into her 
throne room. Valeria wore jeans, a sweater, tennis shoes. 

 “Hi!” Illyana said. “Look at you over here in my neck of 
the woods! Is everything okay?” 

 “Yeah, I just cut my hair,” Valeria said with a small 
smile. She tossed her head, and her chin-length hair swirled. 
“Do you like it?” 

 “Looks great on you,” Illyana said. 

 “I was wondering,” Valeria said. “Would you like to go 
on a walk with me in Central Park?” 

 Illyana grinned. “Give me a second to change into my 
mufti, and it‟s a deal.” 

* 

 Mordred put the stone circle on his desk, picked up the 
jar of knucklebones. “Alright, Parker,” he said. “So you can 
scamper out of the way of a Shroud. What can’t you scamper 
away from?” He placed the darkstone in the center of the 
circle, then tossed the knucklebones. They arranged 
themselves as they clattered to the stone. Mordred peered 
over them, then picked one of them up. He dropped it, 
picked it up, then dropped it again. 

 He smiled to himself, then strolled over to the window 
and opened a scrye. His eyes flickered around the scenery as 
he viewed the one in Peter‟s life that would be the most use 
to him. 

 Returning to his desk, he put a ream of paper on the 
desk top. He dialed a number. “You arrange for travel, yes? 
Good. I need to charter a plane to Switzerland.” He gestured, 
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and the ream of paper rippled and defined into stacks of 
cottony paper, piles of hundred dollar bills. “Too big for 
you? Very well. Give me another telephone number, 
someone who can.” He scribbled it on one of the bills, then 
hung up.  

 “We‟ll get this sorted out,” he murmured, “and then 
we‟ll kill two birds with one stone.” He smiled to himself. 
His day was looking up. 

 The phone rang, and he answered it. “Burns here,” he 
said shortly. 

 “It‟s Elsbeth,” she said. “I‟ve changed my mind. Do you 
still want to go sailing this afternoon?” 

 “If you‟re available,” he said with a small smile, leaning 
back in his chair. 

 “I‟m heading to New York on some business, I keep a 
residence there. I‟ll give you a call when I get in town, okay?” 

 “Sounds great, Elsbeth,” he said. “Are you bringing 
Dani?” 

 “Of course,” Elsbeth said. 

 “I thought she might have school or something,” 
Mordred said, flipping through one of the stacks of bills. 

 “She‟s home-schooled, I bring in tutors.” 

 “Sounds like everything‟s worked out, that‟s great,” 
Mordred said. “Just give me a call, okay?” 

 “I look forward to it,” Elsbeth said. “See you soon.” She 
hung up. 

 Mordred tossed the phone at the cradle, where it neatly 
hung up. “One way or another, Strange,” he said. “One way 
or another.” 

* 

 Illyana and Valeria walked along the path in the park, the 
crisp October weather bracing them.  
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 “We going somewhere in particular?” Valeria asked as 
they strolled along. 

 “Oh, there‟s a place I like to visit every time I come to 
the park,” Illyana said. She pointed. “See that gazebo?” 

 “Yes,” Valeria said, looking over at a relatively new 
whitewashed gazebo. 

 “I like to look at it,” Illyana said. “It was burned down, 
then they rebuilt it. Just goes to show. You can get back up 
when bad things happen. It‟s possible to get over it.” 

 “Look, I didn‟t come here to be lectured,” Valeria said, 
glancing away. 

 “I didn‟t come here to lecture you,” Illyana shrugged. 
“You asked where we‟re going. I told you.” She tilted her 
head back and breathed deep. “This was a great idea. I 
haven‟t just taken a walk in the park for the fun of it in ages.” 

 Valeria chuckled guiltily. “This is terrible. I feel like a 
child that goes where she‟s not supposed to and fears being 
caught at it any moment.” 

 “Hey, Prime is as much your home as anybody else‟s, 
where ever you may be from. If the Sorcerer Supreme 
declares you naturalized, that‟s as good as it gets,” Illyana 
grinned. 

 “I guess so,” Valeria agreed. 

 Illyana looked at her for a moment. “Let‟s head back to 
the apartment,” she said. 

 “That sounds like a good idea,” Valeria said with a 
distant look in her eye. 

 

 “Home sweet home,” Illyana grinned as she let herself 
and Valeria into the apartment. 

 Valeria looked around the living room. It was tidy. The 
big front windows let in beams of autumn sun. The 
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television sat quiescent, the furniture was lumpy and well-
loved. She strolled around to glance into the kitchen, she 
opened the door to her room. 

 “It‟s been a while,” she admitted. “This feels kind of 
peculiar. This is my home, I guess.” She shook her head. 
Walking into her room, she glanced around at the walls, 
touched her bed. “I have missed Prime,” she murmured 
under her breath. 

 “Want some pasta?” Illyana asked, walking into the 
kitchen. “I went shopping a couple days ago. Still got all the 
fixins for a goulash or something.” 

 Valeria stood in the doorway to the kitchen. “That 
would be great,” she said. She glanced out the window at the 
afternoon sky, then wandered over to it and looked down at 
the sidewalk, at the trickle of people that moved continually 
past the window. She sighed. 

 Illyana leaned against the kitchenette archway. “Still 
feeling vulnerable?” 

 Valeria turned to look her in the eye. “I suppose,” she 
said. She shook her head, and looked back out at the crowd. 
“I already gave my glasses back to Strange.” 

 “They don‟t make you invisible, they just make you look 
more normal,” Illyana said. 

 “Right now,” Valeria said with a trace of sadness in her 
voice, “that would be concealment enough.” 

 “You can always ask for them back,” Illyana said. 

 Valeria turned to her with the ghost of a smile. “Strange 
gave them freely once. I doubt a wizard is allowed to give the 
same gift twice without a price tag of one kind or another.” 

 “Maybe you don‟t give him enough credit,” Illyana 
replied. 
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 “Maybe,” Valeria conceded. “But for now I‟ll do 
without.” There was a moment of silence between them. 
“You do the pasta and I‟ll do the salad and bread.” 

 “Agreed,” Illyana said, and the two women busied 
themselves at the task of cooking. 

* 

 Afternoon began slipping into evening over New York. 

  “Looks good, as usual,” Strange said to the young man 
who sat in a cocoon of monitors and televisions. Strange 
straightened from where he had leaned over the young man‟s 
desk, looking at the blue line draft for the magazine. “Doug, 
you‟re a gem.” 

 The young man with the thin face and too much floppy 
blonde hair smiled. “Preciate that, Doc.” 

 A stepping disk flared in the office. 

 “Hope I‟m not interrupting,” Illyana said. “Hi Doug,” 
she flashed him a grin. “Strange, I found it!” she said. “I 
found the leak!” 

 “Are we finished?” Strange asked Doug. 

 “You bet, I can take it from here,” Doug said. 

 “Let‟s go,” Strange said to Illyana. A disk flared, and 
they were gone. Doug grinned to himself, and turned to his 
keyboard. 

 

 “You know what they say,” Illyana said. “You find it in 
the last place you look. Well, there it is.” She gestured at the 
darkstone, where it sat on its pedestal. “Belasco must have 
done something to the darkstone, I figure.” 

 “Replaced it,” Strange said thoughtfully. “That‟s a scrye 
stone, and a siphon. It‟s a fey tool. You‟ve found the leak.”  

 “Now what?” Illyana said. “Do I just ditch it?” 
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 “We can follow it back,” Strange said. “Find the source. 
This might lead me right to Mordred.” 

 “Are you going to follow it?” Illyana asked. 

 “Yes,” Strange said. “Look after things while I‟m gone, 
will you?” 

 “Sure,” Illyana said. “I‟ll fend of invasions and pummel 
interdimensional invaders for you until you get back.” She 
grinned. 

 “That‟s good news,” Strange said, answering her with a 
smile. “I shouldn‟t be long. I‟ll just take a look.” He closed 
his eyes and relaxed, then seemed to somehow fold and fade 
and vanish. Illyana sighed. 

 “Maybe he‟ll show me how to do that,” she mused. 
Then she shrugged. “I wonder if Strange has dessert in the 
fridge.” She grinned, and a stepping disk whisked her to 
Prime. 

 

 Strange followed the trickle of energy through the ether, 
skirting several dimensions before he encountered the 
energy‟s destination; a small pocket dimension. Its surface 
swelled and flowed, Strange recognized a technique to make 
scrying difficult. He peered into the pocket dimension; no 
one was there. He wondered if the trail was cold.  

 “I‟ll just take a quick look,” he murmured. He dropped 
into the dimension, following the trail of energy from Limbo 
to a stone in the back of the throne. 

 Strange materialized in front of the throne, and instantly 
detected danger. 

 With a rippling snap, he displaced a mystic pillar that 
held the bulging and swollen dimension up. The entire world 
roared in on Strange with an unstoppable liquid rush that 
threatened to instantly crush him. Whirling, his reflexes 
honed by hundreds of battles, Strange flung defenses out all 
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around him. They were immediately overcome by the 
impossible weight of an entire miniature reality. Strange 
hardened his will, dug deep into himself, and shoved out a 
mystic bulwark that crashed into the collapsing dimension, 
holding it at bay. 

 His muscles trembled as sweat beaded on his forehead. 
Being Sorcerer Supreme on Prime was one thing, but he 
wasn‟t on Prime. Here, he was just a sorcerer. He gritted his 
teeth and forced the weight of the dimension back, even 
though it lay heavily on his shields. His will and invocations 
alone would have to save him here. There was no room for 
anything fancy. 

 Strange desperately tried to think of a way out. He 
couldn‟t hold reality back indefinitely. At that moment, it was 
all he could do to keep it from crushing him. His mind raced 
as reality creaked and bulged against his shuddering 
defenses… 

 There was no breathing space, and there would be  no 
breathing space. Strange knew that his situation would not 
improve until he improved it. His will held strong and sure, 
and his subconscious rote of mystic defenses wouldn‟t 
buckle immediately. Still, he had become the mystical center 
of gravity for a sundered and unstable dimension. There was 
no question which of them could outwait the other. 

 It must not come down to waiting. 

 With a single practiced shrug, Strange pulled one arm 
out of his coat. He shrugged again, and the coat drifted in the 
space he held open against the irresistible crush. Strange 
focused his will, and bolstered his defenses to triple strength 
for a moment. Then he turned and drove a mystic bolt into 
the weakest vector of the swelter of collapse that surrounded 
him. A hole was briefly punched all the way through, to the 
outside of the dimension, clear out to the ether. Before the 
momentary breach could seal itself, Strange‟s red coat shot 
out of the rupture, driven by Strange‟s mental command.  
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 The dimension rebounded on Strange with unbelievable 
force, driving him to his knees as that particular world boiled 
on its way to its end. As he flexed, bolstering his defenses, he 
lost contact with his coat of levitation. 

 It would have to finish its mission without his help. 

 

CHAPTER TEN 

 Illyana straightened, swinging the fridge shut and putting 
her plate on the counter. Under the plastic wrap was a thick 
slice of chocolate cake. 

 “Oh yeah,” she said to herself. She settled on a chair. 

 With a peculiar slithering bang, reality parted long 
enough for a bright red coat to squeak into it. Illyana stared 
at the coat. It whirled at her, sliding up one arm and 
wrapping around to snag the other. She blinked, startled; the 
coat smelled of Strange‟s aftershave. Then the coat pulled 
tight around her, quivering. 

 “Okay, that‟s freaky,” Illyana said. She stepped away 
from the table, and a disk flared up around her. 

 Landing in Limbo, she crouched over the scrying pool, 
gesturing at it as the coat twitched on her arms.  “I‟m doing 
it already,” she muttered. “Where is Strange?” 

 The pool shifted and flickered, through countless 
dimensions. She caught a vague, murky impression of 
Strange, spoiled by some odd distortion. He was clearly in 
pain. 

 “Oh no,” she whispered. She knew that her view was 
not on Prime. “I don‟t know how to fold between 
dimensions yet,” she said, turning ashen pale. 

 There was only one way to reach him. 

 Illyana quickly swirled away from the pool, the red coat 
swooping around her. She hopped up on the throne. She 
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picked a square amulet up from the arm of the throne, and 
affixed it to the red coat by her throat. 

 “Let‟s do this,” she said nervously. 

 Relaxing beyond relaxation, she waited, emptying her 
mind of all thoughts. Over the next hour, she reached an 
equilibrium and spiritual balance. Then, she allowed her 
astral form to drift free. At her neck, the amulet‟s energy 
somehow remained. She noted she was still wearing Strange‟s 
red levitating coat. 

 “Good,” she thought. “Now take me there.” 

 Her insubstantial essence was wrapped in the coat, and 
it guided her as she navigated the ether clumsily.  

 She was already tiring badly, like an inexpert swimmer, 
when they reached their destination. Some distant part of 
Illyana‟s mind knew that she had never been out this far, she 
had never maintained her astral form this long. Like a 
swimmer, she risked death. If she could not maintain her 
form in the ether, there would be nothing to return to her 
body. She would not be the first mystic to lose her life in the 
trackless wasteland of the ether. 

 She thought of Strange, and she buckled down, focusing 
herself until she vibrated in sharp relief. Better. 

 Before her exhausted eyes, the broken pocket dimension 
heaved and rolled, trying to implode but held away from its 
core by the indomitable will of a single individual. 

 He was too focused to speak, to hear her, to even know 
she was there. She realized that both of them were entirely 
alone in this moment. Then, still more chilling and shocking, 
she realized that the survival of the Sorcerer Supreme rested 
squarely on her inventiveness, here, away from her power 
and beyond the limits of her training. She would improvise 
or he would die. 
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 As panic flailed through her, she grasped the energy of 
the amulet at her throat, and it smoothed and bolstered her 
image. She nodded. 

 “Very well,” she said silently to the ether. She realized 
that she was at the fulcrum of the balance between this 
unknown threat and all her training and will and creative 
thinking through her life. However this turned out, she 
would never be the same. 

 She thought of Strange, and she thought of Logan. 
Then, she scowled at the dimension. 

 Clearing her thoughts, pushing exhaustion and fear 
away, she looked at the dying turmoil of the dimension. She 
saw that it had been rigged to collapse on a specific point, 
and she realized that the dimension had been floated off its 
stability by an influx of power from her Limbo. What to do? 

 If only there were a way to puncture it, let the pressure 
off, then Strange could fight his way free. A dangerous 
numbness already flowed through Illyana, blurring her 
extremities. She dragged her fraying will together. 

 “A stepping disk,” she thought to herself. She had only 
connected Prime and Limbo before, but the disks were 
instinctive and simple for her. 

 For the first time in her life, she tried to apply the mystic 
teaching she had received to the adaptation of her natural 
talent. 

 “The iterations of the Munnipoorian Canticle,” she 
thought to herself. “Chapter eight, of the opening.” The spell 
dimly recalled itself to her mind, and she focused on it, tried 
to remember the details of opening. She squared off with the 
heaving dimensional collapse, and attempted the Opening. In 
the midst of the ritual, she opened a disk with her astral 
form. 

 With a thudding breach, the dimensional boundary tore. 
The backlash snapped through Illyana‟s consciousness, 
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knocking her back. Globs and wads of the sub-reality whirled 
out into the ether. Some formed their own dimensions, some 
globbed onto others. 

 Illyana tumbled back through the nothingness, diffusing 
into it, as the coat closed about her. 

 “Well, I tried,” she thought. 

 All became blank paleness as her sense of self slipped 
away from her… 

* 

 The blaze of sunset sparkled in Burns‟s white hair as he 
furled the sail on the small sailboat. He sat down , and put 
his arm around Elsbeth. Together, they enjoyed the rocking 
sway of the small boat in the choppy harbor. 

 “I‟m so glad you could make it,” Burns said, his thin 
face suffused with warmth. 

 “Thank you for bringing me out here on such short 
notice,” Elsbeth replied. “This moment is worth the flight 
from L.A.” 

 “I‟m glad you feel that way,” Burns said with a solemn 
nod. “I‟m feeling incredibly forward, but it‟s the feeling that 
got me into your office, so maybe I have momentum. Do 
you… do you have any other suitors?” 

 Elsbeth laughed, the merry sound reflecting from the 
shifting waves. “The field is clear, Robert, but that‟s hardly 
an invitation. I enjoy my independence,” she said. 

 “Of course you do, of course you do,” Burns laughed, 
trying to take the news well. “But has no one pursued you?” 

 “My heart is drawn to unavailable men,” Elsbeth said, 
leveling an amused gaze at him. 

 “Just my luck,” Burns said. He sighed. “I‟m going to 
Switzerland, my plane leaves tonight. It‟s a real gift that you 
were available to come out here with me on such short 
notice. I don‟t know when I‟ll be back, exactly.” 
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 “Give me a call, anyway,” Elsbeth said. 

 He tried to smile. “I will, Elsbeth,” he said. “I certainly 
will.” 

* 

 “Mister Fisk has nothing to do with this if you get 
caught,” the tightly muscled man in an expensive suit said to 
Mordred. A damp wind blew across the garishly lit air strip. 
Mordred checked his watch; almost midnight. 

 “Of course,” Mordred replied. “I‟ve chartered a jet. I‟ll 
be arriving via Switzerland. From there, don‟t worry. 
Invisible contraband is a specialty of mine.” 

 “Just don‟t screw it up,” the thug said tightly. 

 “What‟s your name again?” Mordred asked him, an edge 
to his voice. 

 “Percy. As in Mister Fisk‟s assistant Percy. Don‟t forget 
it.” 

 “I won‟t,” Mordred mused. He smiled as he watched the 
forklift drive the third of six huge crates up into the belly of 
the cargo plane. “No, you‟ve nothing to worry about. 
Everything is proceeding as planned,” he added with a smile 
that revealed his oddly white and pointed teeth. 
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Sunday, October 5 

 Tandy answered the door and blinked, then smiled. 
“Tyrone!” she said. “How are you doing?” 

 “Um, g-good,” he said. “I w-wanted-d to p-practice.” 
He smiled a bit nervously. 

 “Sure,” she said. “Sure, that‟d be fine. Come on.” She 
stepped back into the house, and he followed her in. 

 “Anyb-bod-dy home?” he said. 

 “Mom‟s trying out new religions, so she‟s been gone 
every Sunday morning for the last couple months,” Tandy 
said, shrugging on a sweater. “Dad‟s at a convention in 
Orlando. In a word? No. Nobody‟s home but me.” 

 They walked through the spotless and sterile kitchen, 
opening the door and passing into the garage. “What else is 
on your mind, Tyrone?” Tandy asked, picking up a spiral 
notebook and looking at it absently. 

 “You g-gave m-me Light on Tuesday,” he said. He 
shifted, glancing away. “I w-w-wanted-d to l-let it wear off 
when y-you were, y‟know, ar-round s-s-ss-so if I wigged out 
you could stop me.” 

 “Okay,” Tandy said. “How is your mom taking this?” 

 “You k-kidding?” Tyrone blurted. “I c-c-can‟t tell her 
ab-bout this! I‟m t-t-trapped-d in m-my own shadow!” He 
threw his hands up, turning away. He breathed deeply for a 
few seconds, but there didn‟t seem to be much to add to 
that. “How about you?” he asked quietly. 

 “It‟s beautiful,” she said, examining her hand. She let her 
eyes drift half closed, and light swelled from one wall to 
another as her aura scintillated. “I‟ve never felt anything like 
this. I‟ve never felt so safe. So… alive.” 

 “Wh-w-what d-do your folk-ks th-think?” Tyrone asked. 
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 “They‟d certainly notice if I grew another head,” Tandy 
said with a rueful smile. “I didn‟t. And I can hide it pretty 
well after a bit of practice. So it just hasn‟t come up.” 

 “M-my m-momma been pestering me to t-tell her w-
what‟s wrong,” Tyrone said. He shook his head. “J-just a d-
different set a problems,” he noted, flashing a grin at her. 
The grin slipped off his face. “I-It‟s h-h-hh-happening-g!” he 
managed. 

 She stood back from him, her flesh tangibly glowing. 
She waited, resisting the urge to infuse him with living Light. 
Tyrone staggered, then dropped to one knee. 

 “Oh,” he gasped. Then his head rocked back with 
sudden force, and she caught a glimpse of his eyes. They 
brimmed with uncontainable darkness. He snapped his head 
forward into his hands, and with a peculiar ripping rustle, 
fabric slid out between his hands and his face, swirling into 
the air, twisting and multiplying. In a swift rustle of cloth, 
Tyrone vanished. A swirl of fabric later, the chaos smoothed 
into a Shroud. Tyrone lifted his head, and she caught a 
glimpse of his face in the depths of the cowl. 

 His jaw was set, his skin had taken the texture of old 
leather. Pale spots of reflected light gleamed in his eye 
sockets. Tyrone smiled. 

 “This is exactly what I was afraid of,” he said, his voice 
an octave lower. 

 “Your stutter!” Tandy said. “It‟s gone! That‟s 
wonderful!” 

 “Is it?” he asked quietly. “I like having a normal voice 
too. But only when I‟m in this form. I lose the darkness, I go 
back to being T-Tyrone.” 

 That gave her pause. “I see.” 

 “I can say anything I think, anything I want, just as fast 
as anybody else,” he mused aloud as the cloak slithered 
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around him. He drew it close to him. “You can‟t imagine 
what it‟s like.” 

 “Being invisible because what you have to say isn‟t 
important?” Tandy said dryly. “I imagine you‟re right.” 

 “You got the Light. It did something for you. It‟s what 
you always wanted,” Tyrone said. He nodded. “That‟s good. 
That‟s fine. But what I can‟t tell you when I‟m just Tyrone is 
that this is what I always wanted too.” He shook his head 
slightly. “Not the risk so much. But now, don‟t you see? I‟ve 
never had power. I‟ve always been the victim. Now I don‟t 
have to be. Listen to me talk. I sound like a real man. And if 
anyone gets in my way I have the power to stop em for 
good.” 

 “You‟re bigger than that,” Tandy said, tense. “You can‟t 
use this for revenge.” 

 “I know,” he nodded. “When I get mad, get thinking 
like that, I think of you. I know you wouldn‟t approve. But I 
got to be honest. When the shroud wanted to make me a 
deal, that we would stay together and you would live, I liked 
both parts of that deal. So what I am can kill me. So can the 
crackheads that live at the end of the block. Don‟t you see? It 
makes me different. It makes me special. Powerful, even. I 
get go anywhere, do anything, and there‟s not a damn thing 
the cops can do about it.” 

 Tandy let that sink in. 

 Tyrone smiled half a smile. “The hunger aint bad now. 
Just when I‟ve been without Light, or doing a lot of stuff. 
Just here, like this, when I let it out and we‟re just talking? 
We‟re cool.” 

 “Tyrone,” Tandy said, thinking her words over. 

 “No, it‟s okay,” Tyrone said softly. “I get these urges to 
do all kinds of bad things. But you give me the Light. I‟m not 
just talking about the living Light you put in the cloak. I 
think of you, and I want to be a better man, Tandy. You 
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remind me that we‟re supposed to live in a civilization here. 
That people with power should protect those without it. 
Dammit, Tandy, I wish I could think like you. That my first 
thought would be about how best to use what I‟ve got. But it 
isn‟t,” he said, and he paused. “Tandy… I really do need 
you.” 

 She offered him a heartfelt smile, tears brimming in her 
eyes. “Best friends,” she said, thrusting out her hand. 

 After a moment, he took her hand and shook it. “Best 
friends,” he echoed. 

 She sniffed a bit, and turned away. “Hey, you want to 
practice moving around in that thing?” she said. 

 “Let‟s go,” Tyrone said with a grin. 

 She stepped into the folds of the Shroud, and then it 
furled in on itself, and the garage was empty. 

* 

 The young man clomped in from the snow outside, and 
he leaned his skis and poles up against a corner in the small 
lodge. He clopped over to the bar, still wearing his ski boots. 
He unzipped his ski jacket, his lift tags dangling from the 
zipper and his gloves clipped to his jacket. 

 “I need something hot,” he said to the barkeep in 
German. He grinned, a mischievous expression on his 
pointed features. He ran his slim hands through the mat of 
auburn hair on his head, dislodging melting snow. “And 
hurry,” he added. 

 Several of his friends joined him, laughing. The 
bartender served up a number of huge mugs of hot chocolate 
topped with swirls of crème. The jovial youths shared out the 
chocolate, then most of them moved to sit on the couches in 
front of the deep fireplace.  

 “Harry Osborn,” one of the men leaning against the bar 
said. 
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 The young man with auburn hair started, and blinked. 
“Yes?” he said in English. 

 “I‟m glad I found you,” the man said. He wore a simple 
coat, almost floor length. His features were sharp, elfin, and 
pale hair was shaped on his head. “We have something to 
discuss.” 

 “Are you a lawyer?” Harry asked casually. 

 “No,” the man said, shaking his head. “No, it‟s more 
personal than that.” 

 “I don‟t like personal,” Harry said, his hot chocolate 
forgotten. “I don‟t like strangers, either. Especially ones that 
know my name.” 

 “You haven‟t heard what I‟m here to offer you,” the 
pale man said in a deceptively soft voice that chilled Harry 
deeper than the ski slope had. 

 “No, I haven‟t,” Harry replied. 

 The man leaned close to him. “I‟m here to offer you 
Peter Parker‟s secret power,” he murmured, his eyes deep.  
He leaned back. “You‟re twice the man Parker is. I think it‟s 
time he understood that, don‟t you?” he smiled briefly, his 
eyes calculating. “Think it over. We can talk again 
tomorrow.” He turned and walked up the stairs.  

 Harry stood at the bar, stunned, watching him go. 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN 

Monday, October 6 

 Harry walked into the lounge as the cold morning light 
sifted through the falling flurries of snow outside. He looked 
around. The fire was freshly stoked, and he smelled breakfast 
cooking in the kitchen. 

 “Long night?” the stranger from yesterday said, stepping 
out of the shadow of the fireplace. 
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 “What‟s the catch?” Harry said. “There‟s always a 
catch.” 

 “The catch is the gift,” the pale man with white hair 
said. “It may not be as easy as it looks.” His smile grew. “But 
you‟ve become quite the young businessman. You know how 
to take risks for tremendous gain.” 

 “What do I have to do?” Harry asked firmly. 

 “Follow me,” the pale, thin man said. He mounted the 
stairs, walked to the end of the hall, into Harry‟s room. Harry 
followed. 

 “This is the secret,” the pale man murmured as he 
pulled a small thermos from his jacket. He unscrewed the lid 
and poured a thick black coffee sludge into one of Harry‟s 
mugs that was left on the table in his well appointed lodge 
room. Then he set the thermos aside and offered the mug to 
Harry, his eyes glinting. “Do you accept it?” 

 “I… I accept it,” Harry said, taking the mug. If he felt 
the subtle pressure on his mind to accept the challenge, he 
didn‟t show it. He took the mug and sniffed it, then sipped it. 

 “C-cold!” he said, surprised.  

 “Too late,” Mordred purred. “You must drink it.” 

 Feeling somehow compelled, Harry lifted the mug to his 
lips. He took one swallow before the sludge seemed to come 
alive. He realized it wasn‟t liquid at all as it began to climb 
down his throat. 

 He choked and gasped, toppling backwards flailing, but 
it was too late. With malice glinting in his eyes, Mordred 
looked down at him. 

 “Now,” he said to himself, “it‟s time to begin this 
properly.” His smile showed his pale, sharp teeth as the 
darkstone settled into its new home. 

* 
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 Mordred drummed his fingers on the arm of the seat, 
his eyes absently watching the scenery whip by the train 
window. He heaved a sigh. With a rapid gesture, he opened a 
scrye. 

 “Belasco!” he said. In a moment, the chiseled and 
intimidating visage of the reddish demon sorcerer drifted 
into view. 

 “Yes, master?” Belasco replied. 

 “How goes the training of my new apprentice?”  

 Belasco scowled. “He‟s worthless invoking in English,” 
Belasco said. “I‟ve switched him to Cthonian, where he 
doesn‟t have a lisp. He‟s making progress.” 

 “We need to arm and equip him from my backup 
arsenals,” Mordred murmured thoughtfully. “Since he‟s a 
native to Prime, Strange won‟t be able to find him easily. We 
need to make him as formidable as we can in short order. He 
has his own purpose.” 

 “Yes, master,” Belasco nodded. “How go your plans?” 

 “I have a few in motion,” Belasco said. “It‟s time for me 
to return my attention to them.” With a gesture, he dismissed 
the scrye. For a moment, he sat in contemplation, watching 
the stark peaks of the Carpathian mountains the train 
climbed between. Then he smiled to himself, sat back, and 
allowed his astral form to lift from his body. 

* 

 Peter lunged across the room and snatched the phone 
off the hook right before the answering machine got the call. 
“Peter here,” he said. 

 “Hey Peter,” Mary Jane said with a carefully casual tone. 
“You were just finishing getting ready, right? For dinner with 
my parents tonight? They‟re here from Texas. They‟d like to 
meet you. We had this conversation three days ago.” 
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 “Of course,” Peter said. “I was just finishing up some 
prints in the darkroom.” He glanced at the clock and 
blanched. “Yeah, I‟m on my way!” he said. 

 “Just don‟t be late tonight, okay?” Mary Jane said 
quietly. “Please?” 

 “Be right there,” Peter said. He tossed the phone on the 
cradle, hopped into his room, stripped, whipped out khakis 
and a nice shirt; in a matter of seconds he had changed his 
clothes and he was out the door. 

 “Can‟t believe I almost forgot that one,” he muttered. 
“MJ would kill me.” 

 He made it to the end of the sidewalk when he felt an 
odd prickle. He stopped, looked around. 

 In the shadow of a tree, the ghostly outline of a man 
hung in the afternoon shadow. It gleamed slightly, and Peter 
could see the tree behind it. If the ghost had been standing in 
direct sunlight, Peter wouldn‟t have seen it at all. 

 “What are you?” Peter wondered breathlessly. 

 You will forget all about me in a moment, he felt in his mind. 
When I’m finished with you. 

 Peter sprang back, but with the speed of thought the 
ghost had caught him. It passed an arm through his head, 
and everything went dark. 

 Mordred‟s astral form shimmered over him. And for my 
next trick, Mordred chuckled, you’ll learn to sleep. He swiftly cast 
his spell as the spider ghost cowered in Peter‟s sleeping 
form… 

* 

 Peter slowly mounted the steps to Mary Jane‟s 
apartment, glancing around, haunted. He didn‟t have a 
chance to ring the doorbell, as the door swung open of its 
own accord. Mary Jane stood in the doorway, settled in a 
wide stance, her arms crossed across her chest, her green 
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eyes bright and her mouth a small line. Peter noticed she was 
wearing makeup. 

 “Hi,” he faltered. 

 She didn‟t need to glance at a watch. “You called to say 
you were on your way over. Two hours ago. For you, it‟s a 
ten minute trip. So explain already.” She was doing her level 
best to keep her temper in check. Give him a chance. Then 
kill him. 

 “I honestly don‟t know,” he said, wide eyed. “I blacked 
out. When I came to, I was in Central Park. I came straight 
here. I lost two hours?” 

 “I thought maybe you lost a fight somewhere. I knew 
you didn‟t get lost. My parents, Peter. You just stood up my 
parents. Who came here from Texas. And that‟s a hell of a first 
impression.” 

 “I don‟t know what happened,” Peter said in a low 
voice. 

 Her jaw was locked, her eyes bright. “You don‟t make 
things easy, Peter,” she said in a voice that she successfully 
kept from being cold. 

 He watched her for a moment. “I think I need to take a 
walk,” he said. 

 She nodded. “Maybe that‟s a good idea.” 

 He turned, and headed down the stairs. She did not slam 
the door to her apartment. 

 

 Peter aimlessly wandered the streets, glancing up at the 
moon. “Okay, genius butt, where the holy hell was I?” he 
demanded of his spider ghost.  

 It was quiet. Not absent, but reluctant. 

 “You?” Peter said. “Reluctant to share an opinion? Okay 
look. You keep track of the time by cross referencing the 



 

102 

increment of a second with the beating of my heart. So what 
time is it now?” 

 Ten oh three, twelve seconds, came the reply. 

 “Oh, fine. So you‟ve been awake the whole time. What 
happened to me?” 

 No reply. 

 “Please?” Peter said. “This is really important. I may 
have just made a major league boo boo with the most 
important woman in the world, and you clam up as to what 
asinine reason could have possessed me to do so. This is 
worse than when we missed the Chemistry test because I was 
in jail.” 

 He concentrated on the spider ghost, focused on 
capturing its feeling. 

 Fear. 

 The spider ghost was afraid. Whatever it had seen had 
rattled it. 

 Peter blinked and sniffed. “Okay, that‟s not good,” he 
muttered. He glanced around and noticed that his wandering 
had brought him to Greenwich Village, not far from 
Strange‟s house. What a coincidence. 

 

 Peter strolled up the front steps to Strange‟s brownstone 
mansion and rapped on the door. He waited. Rang the 
doorbell. Nothing. He frowned. That was highly unusual. For 
a second he considered breaking in, but he knew better. With 
a shrug, he headed home. 

 

 Once home, he tossed his clothes off on the way to the 
bedroom as a peculiar feeling bloomed in him. He realized 
what it was. Sleepiness. Not something he got a lot of. 

 Then he toppled onto his bed and slept like the dead… 
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Tuesday, October 7 

 Valeria was dressed in a snazzy pant skirt suit, sleek and 
lovely and fresh as she stepped out of the elevator. She 
glanced around the well appointed half of the floor that 
served as Strange and his personal staff‟s offices. The only 
one present was Doug, hunched in his chair bathed in the 
glow of a dozen screens. She approached. 

 “Mr. Ramsey,” she said with a smile. “Been a while. 
How are you doing?” 

 “Valeria?” he said, actually turning his back on all his 
screens to look at her. “Wow! Welcome back!” 

 “I just came to see… if Strange was in,” she said, 
suddenly less comfortable. 

 “No, he‟s out,” Doug said. “Between you and me, he 
planned to be in today. I haven‟t seen him since he looked 
over the blue lines on Saturday. I have no idea where he is.” 

 “Have you seen Illyana?” Valeria asked. 

 “She disappeared too,” Doug said earnestly. “So… for 
now it‟s business as usual. If you could turn them up, that‟d 
be helpful. Any ideas?” 

 “There are more things in heaven and earth than are 
dreamed of in my philosophy, Doug,” Valeria said with half a 
smile. “Strange is the expert tracker. He‟ll turn up,” she said 
absently. “He always does, in the end.” 

 “In the meantime, I sure could use some company,” 
Doug said. “It‟s been a weird couple of days. Do you have 
any plans for dinner tomorrow?” 

 “No, I don‟t,” Valeria said. “Right about now some real 
live human company would be pretty handy.”  

 The elevator dinged, and slid open. Doug‟s eyes 
widened. “I‟m not here,” he managed, and he darted to the 
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bathroom, swiftly closing the door as the elevator‟s passenger 
stepped out onto the floor and glanced around. 

 “Danielle Moonstar, what a pleasure to see you!” Valeria 
said with a genuine smile. “You‟re looking good.” 

 The young woman smiled appreciatively as she blushed 
slightly. She had a lovely olive complexion, a hooked nose, 
and deep earnest brown eyes. A braid of iridescent black hair 
hung down her back. Now she was slim, rather than gaunt. 
The last time Valeria had seen her, she had been in much 
worse shape. Dani strolled in, shrugging her fringe coat off. 

 “You can just call me Dani,” she said with a smile. “I‟ve 
been trying to catch somebody in, but it seems like Strange 
and Doug have just disappeared.” 

 “Doug‟s in the restroom,” Valeria said. “As for Strange, 
we were just discussing where he went. What brings you 
here?” 

 “Elsbeth is visiting her sister in Virginia. See, her 
nephew died, and she wanted to deliver the news in person. I 
didn‟t need to be there for that,” Dani said, looking away. 
“So I‟ve been here in New York, catching up on some 
homework, and wondering where everybody is.” 

 “At least you can get caught up on your homework,” 
Valeria said with a winning smile. “Do you want to get 
together and do something tomorrow?” 

 “Sure!” Dani said, brightening. “That sounds really 
great.” 

 “Okay, it‟s a deal,” Valeria said. “I‟ll see you then. Let‟s 
meet here at eleven.”  

 “Cool,” Dani said. She shrugged her jacket back on. “I 
figure I‟d go catch a movie or something,” she said. She 
smiled warmly at Valeria, then left. 

 As the elevator door slid shut, Doug cautiously opened 
the bathroom door and glanced out. “She gone?” he said. 
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 “I don‟t think she‟ll bite you,” Valeria said with a curious 
smile. 

 “You don‟t understand,” Doug said. “Has nothing to do 
with her personality. Look, it doesn‟t matter. I just… I just 
can‟t be around her. So don‟t try to help me get over it. I 
have my reasons and that‟s enough, okay?” 

 “Okay,” Valeria said, bemused. “Anyway,” she said, 
shaking the mood off. “Dinner, right?” 

 “See you at seven tomorrow,” Doug said with a grin. 
“Unless you want to help cook.” 

 “I‟ll be there,” Valeria said. And she felt somewhat 
lighter when she left than she had when she had arrived. 

* 

 “You guys have been practicing!” Tandy said warmly as 
they finished out the run-through. They had limped and 
stumbled, but hung more or less together, driven by Peter‟s 
relentless beat. 

 “Think so?” Mary Jane said wryly, Band-Aids around 
her fingertips. 

 Tyrone just chuckled and swigged a drink from his pop 
can. 

 “Now we need to talk about the bridge,” Tandy said. “I 
think we could change some of the transitioning there.” 

 “I can‟t believe we‟re doing Mary Had a Little Lamb,” 
Mary Jane said, shaking her head. “Hell of a flagship piece.” 

 “We still haven‟t worked our name out,” Tandy said 
with a shrug. “We don‟t know what we‟ll be doing long term. 
This gives us something to practice in the meantime. I think 
it‟s cool,” she grinned. “We can make Mary rock.” 

 In the background, Peter was quietly tatta tapping on the 
drums, keeping time in an 11/16ths rhythm. Mary Jane 
looked over at him. He looked almost morose, hunched over 
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the drums, absentmindedly keeping time with a beat only he 
could hear. She strolled over to him. 

 “Nice,” she said, gesturing at the stuffed “Animal” 
Muppet doll that hung on the front of his drum set. 

 “Tyrone gave it to me,” he nodded, his drumsticks held 
so loosely they seemed to be animate as he let them wander 
the drums. 

 Mary Jane glanced back to where Tandy and Tyrone 
were discussing different possible bridges between verses. 
She turned back to Peter. “You really shouldn‟t play when 
we‟re not playing,” she said. 

 “Bah,” Peter said. 

 “Look, Peter,” she sighed. “I‟m sorry I snapped at you 
yesterday. I was worried, and you know why I get worried. 
Plus, that dinner was really important to me. When it turned 
out to be nothing,” she shrugged. “I still don‟t know how to 
feel about that, Peter.” 

 His drumstick tapping got so quiet that it was just a 
murmur in the background as his perfectly controlled 
pressure coaxed the strangest echoes from the drum. “I feel 
kind of disoriented,” he said noncommittally. “I‟ve been 
sleeping at night,” he added, looking her in the eye. “Six 
hours. Sometimes more.” 

 She blinked at that; the spider ghost generally wouldn‟t 
tolerate more than four hours. Then, as she looked into his 
eyes she saw the haunted uncertainty there. She realized he 
was well and truly spooked. 

 “Peter, what‟s going on,” she breathed. 

 “We need to talk,” he said. He looked away. “Later.” 

 “You‟re on,” she nodded. 

 Peter looked down the driveway, and his eyes widened. 
He stopped drumming, a smile flooding his face as he stood. 
Mary Jane whirled. 
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 “Harry!” she said, delighted. She slung her guitar off and 
ran down the driveway. 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE 

 Sleeker, stronger, leaner, Harry Osborn strolled up the 
drive. His hair was immaculately trimmed, he wore khakis 
and a turtleneck and a jacket. He smiled, looking every inch a 
full fledged adult. He opened his arms and gave Mary Jane a 
big hug as she ran to him. 

 Peter disentangled himself from the drum set and 
strolled down to meet them as Harry held Mary Jane at arm‟s 
length. 

 “Damn, you look fine,” he said to her. 

 “I don‟t know what you‟ve been doing, Harry, but you 
better keep doing it,” Mary Jane said. “It‟s been good to 
you.” She grinned. 

 “Peter,” Harry nodded as Peter approached. He shook 
his hand. “Good to see you again.” 

 “Been working out?” Peter grinned, trading grips with 
Harry.  

 “Yes,” Harry said. “Tandy and Tyrone. I heard I could 
see all my favorite people at once if I came over here for 
your practice. Where‟s Gwen?” 

 “She‟s coming by later, she had to work,” Tandy said as 
she reached the group. “So what have you been up to, 
President Osborn?” 

 “Got it in one,” he said ruefully. “Running Osborn 
Incorporated has kept me busy and then some. I‟ve been 
mixing business and pleasure, visiting all my company‟s sites 
and familiarizing myself with operations. I want to know the 
people that report to me, see them where they work so I can 
make the best decisions. And a little skiing,” he said with a 
puckish grin, “some kickboxing, general workout stuff. 
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Language studies. Yeah, I‟ve been busy.” He shook his head. 
“I heard this was a band,” he said. “Play something for me 
and I‟ll buy pizza!” 

 “You are on, Daddy Warbucks,” Mary Jane said, jogging 
back up to the garage. The band members settled themselves 
in as Harry leaned against the doorway to the garage.  

 “We only have one song we‟re working on so far,” 
Tandy shrugged apologetically, “but we‟re just getting 
started.” 

 “Got a band name?” Harry asked. 

 “Work in progress, and no that‟s not the name,” Tandy 
said with a smile. “Okay people, from the top.” 

 They launched into an only slightly drunken rendition of 
a jazzy „Mary Had a Little Lamb,‟ and Harry shook his head 
and smiled. When they hit the end of the second verse they 
stopped with a flourish from the drums. Harry clapped, 
laughing. 

 “That was fantastic,” he said. “Peter, you mind calling it 
in? Get whatever you guys want.” 

 “Sure,” Peter said, stepping out of the drums and going 
to the phone. 

 “MJ, a word?” Harry said. He stepped out of the garage, 
lighting a cigarette. 

 “I see you still smoke,” she said, following him outside. 

 He shrugged. “Everybody dies sometime,” he said. 
“Hey, I‟ve had a lot of time to think.” 

 “I thought you sounded pretty busy.” 

 “I was. But when you‟re all alone, the nights can go on 
for a long, long time.” Harry pulled on the cigarette, let the 
smoke breathe out his nose. “I‟ve taken the time to get 
myself together, get my head on straight. I think…” He 
grinned, lopsided, looked over the yard. “I think we should 
give it another try, MJ. I really want you to give me another 
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chance.” He looked her in the eye. “I‟m not proposing or 
anything. I just want to see if we could work together. Now 
that I went and grew up.” He was unflinchingly serious. 

 “Harry,” Mary Jane said earnestly, “I‟m with Peter now. 
I can‟t just dump him.” 

 Harry smiled to himself. “It‟s good to see you again,” he 
said. He handed her a fifty. Glanced into the garage. “Bye 
everybody!” Harry said. “I‟ll see you around.” He turned, and 
strolled towards his Jag parked at the bottom of the Bowen 
driveway. 

 Mary Jane watched him go, stunned. 

 Peter hung up the phone inside. “Okay guys,” he said as 
he walked out to the rest of the band. “We gotta talk.” He 
cleared his throat. Mary Jane, glancing distractedly down the 
driveway, returned to the garage. 

 “Wh-wh-wuts up?” Tyrone asked. 

 “This is really awkward,” Peter said, rubbing his neck. 

 “You ordered anchovies,” guessed Tandy. 

 “It‟s a bit more complicated than that,” Peter said. “I 
think… I think I need to tell you guys about myself.” 

 “About w-w-walkin on w-walls?” Tyrone grinned. “Or 
sh-sh-shooting w-webs?” 

 Peter stared at him, startled. 

 Tandy couldn‟t help but grin. “That expression is 
priceless, Parker. Look. Mary Jane just filled in some of the 
blanks. It didn‟t come as a surprise. No normal mortal 
dances like you do.” 

 Peter looked at Mary Jane, who looked a bit nervous. 
“Hey, you told me about their freakish powers, it seemed 
only fair.” 
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 Peter reflected on that, shrugged. “Point,” he said. 
“So… yeah. Maybe our band name should be Circle of 
Freaks.” He grinned. 

 “Hey, I don‟t have powers,” Mary Jane protested. 

 “Yeah, but you‟re still a freak,” Peter grinned. She 
pretended to scowl, and she flicked a pick at him. He caught 
it between two fingers, then stepped over and gave her a kiss 
on the cheek. 

 “I think we‟re done for tonight,” Tandy sighed. “I have 
some homework to get to. Hey, good practice. Mary Jane, 
you‟re really coming along.” 

 “Tandy, you‟re just cool,” Mary Jane said, glowing with 
the compliment. 

 “Will you take me home?” Peter asked Mary Jane. 

 “Oh, I suppose,” she said. “See you peeps later.” She 
swung her guitar into the case, shrugged her jacket on, 
grabbed her purse and her boyfriend, and left. 

 As they walked down the driveway, Peter cleared his 
throat. “Mary Jane, I need to ask you a favor.” 

 “Yes?” 

 “Will you spend the night with me tonight?” 

 She looked over at him, startled. “What?” 

 “I don‟t want to cross any of our lines,” Peter said, 
“but… will you? Look, we can talk about it tonight. I just… I 
would really like you to spend the night at my place.” 

 She considered, looking at him. Then they reached her 
car. 

 “Sure, Peter,” she said. “I‟ll spend the night at your 
place. My parents left this afternoon, so they don‟t mind. I‟ll 
bring my teddy bear, he can chaperone me.” She grinned. 

 “Deal,” Peter said, and they climbed into her car and 
drove away. 
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* 

 Victor meditated in the small chamber, seated cross 
legged wearing only a loincloth. The eerie green shine from 
his face bathed the walls in unnatural light. He was deep in 
concentration, effortless, calm, empty. 

 A disturbance. With a flicker, a pale projection, a 
translucent image of a man solidified in Victor‟s chamber. 
The image waited. 

 Victor‟s face pulsed and twitched. Green chunks of 
warpstone had fused with his skull, in some places exposed 
to the air and in others covered by sickly vile flesh. His nose 
was twisted and worthless, yet he still somehow breathed. 
His pupils and irises were clearly visible through his closed 
eyelids, for their eerie light could not be denied by thin flaps 
of skin. His teeth glowed in time with his pulse, vaguely 
visible beneath twisted lips. 

 His repulsive eyes opened. “You. You look fey. What do 
you want.” 

 You are very perceptive, the astral projection replied. I have 
come to ask permission before entering your kingdom, Your Highness. If 
you grant me sanctuary long enough to hear my proposal, I may be able 
to return the favor. 

 “And if I refuse?” Victor‟s natural voice was whistling, 
weak, soft. 

 If you refuse, I will trouble you no more, the projection said 
with a bow. 

 Victor pondered that for a moment. “Come directly to 
the castle,” he said, and with a gesture he banished the astral 
form from his chamber. 

 Time to put the armor on once again… 

 

 The power armor gleamed in the light of the watchfires 
on the wall. Victor von Doom impassively watched a convoy 
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of three trucks and a limousine approach the castle. The 
convoy was tracked by wall-mounted mini guns, scanned and 
rescanned by sophisticated technology. 

 The lead car halted twenty feet from the armored 
monarch. On the wall above, the Lady Sable was in position, 
a sniper rifle trained on the driver of the car, waiting for 
word from her liege lord. 

 The door of the car opened, and a slim man stepped 
out. His features were elfin, his hair sculpted and pale. He 
smiled as he approached Victor. 

 “You do not wish to discuss this in a conference room 
or a mead hall?” he asked, amused. 

 “Out with it or perish here,” Doom intoned. 

 “I have an offer for you,” the pale fey said. “I have 
brought with me six nodular sigil anchors. I‟ve studied your 
lands. If these were properly placed, then you could make 
Latveria a pocket dimension that would only be accessible 
through a portal that you controlled that opened to Symkaria. 
The only ones who would be able to enter your country then 
would be wizards, and you possess the means to dispatch 
them with haste. As for the Sorcerer Supreme, well,” the 
visitor shrugged, “he wouldn‟t be on Prime if he came to 
visit.” 

 “Six nodular sigil anchors,” Doom repeated. 

 “Cairns,” the visitor specified. 

 “What‟s your name?” Doom asked sharply. 

 “Mordred,” the visitor said with a deep vow. 

 “I don‟t like it,” Victor said reluctantly. “You have no 
reason to aid us. Your people never offer anything without a 
price.” 

 “I was just getting to that,” Mordred said with a curt 
nod. He spread his hands with a shrug. “Television,” he said. 
“The children watch it. They don‟t learn Romany, they learn 
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English. They don‟t care about the old stories, they have new 
ones that come with moving pictures. The Old and the Deep 
is a flavor of magic that my people cannot practice, but we 
enjoy it a great deal. It is one of the most interesting magics 
that the human race has ever conceived. Now there is 
television.” He sighed. “The ways of the Rom, the old and 
true ways, are fading from the world, your Majesty. You may 
not be aware of that, because you have such rich culture 
surrounding you. But your country is one of the last bastions 
friendly to the Rom. Indeed, the last. For the world 
governments are again gearing up for another round of 
pogroms and destruction. I‟m not sure the gypsies will 
survive this time,” he said seriously. “Not in a recognizable 
culture. But you,” he added softly. “You I trust to protect 
them. To remember the old ways. So I come to you, offering 
something that will serve us both.” 

 “You want to build a wild magic preserve here,” Doom 
modulated skeptically, his voice strong in the armor. 

 “Something like that. We would ask permission before 
visiting, of course,” he added. 

 “I will… think on this,” Victor said. “In the meantime, 
you may come inside.” 

 He turned with a flourish of his cloak, and led the 
caravan into the castle walls. 

* 

 “Okay, hot shot,” Mary Jane said to Peter as she sat on 
his bed, firmly clutching her teddy bear, “your therapist‟s 
meter is running, so let‟s do this.” 

 He maneuvered into his bedroom. Both of them wore 
sweats, he had two mugs of steaming hot chocolate that he 
put on the night stand by the filmy abused alarm clock. 

 He sat on the bed, heaving a deep sigh. “Okay.” He said. 
He looked at Mary Jane directly. “The spider ghost is 
scared.” 



 

114 

 She blinked. “Whoah,” she said. “I thought he was like 
the sarcastic timex from hell. What spooked the spider 
ghost?” 

 “That‟s the thing,” Peter said. “It‟s too spooked to tell 
me. So I try to grill my subconscious, and all I get is this 
intimidated silence. Last night? I was unconscious for ten 
hours. Ten hours. That just doesn‟t happen.” No dreams. No 
subliminal feed. Just… nothing.” 

 Mary Jane thought that over as she sipped her hot 
chocolate. “So when did this start?” 

 “When I went to join you and your parents for dinner. 
That was the only time it happened when I was awake. After 
that, Monday night and last night. And I can feel it building 
for tonight. This is… this is scary, MJ,” he said in a subdued 
tone. “I wanted you to be here. To watch over me while I 
sleep.” 

 “And here I thought you were seducing me,” she said 
with a wry grin. “Trying to web me to the bed and make me 
your love slave.” 

 “I swear, woman, you and your twisted fantasies,” Peter 
grinned. But his heart wasn‟t in it. “You will stay with me 
tonight, won‟t you?” he asked in a small voice. 

 “I sure will, tiger,” she said, ruffling his hair. “So why 
haven‟t you asked Strange about this? Could save me a 
night‟s sleep.” 

 “He‟s not home,” Peter said. “I called the office, and 
Doug doesn‟t know where he is. I can‟t find Illyana. 
Something is going on, but I don‟t know what. To have them 
missing is a bit unnerving all by itself. I‟m just scared,” he 
said hesitantly, “that something‟s gone haywire with my 
abilities. That I‟ve had my day in the sun and I‟m melting 
down or something. Some kind of magic cancer or… or… I 
don‟t even know what.” He shook his head. “Thanks for 
being here. I can‟t tell you what it means to be able to talk to 
somebody about this.” 
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 She smiled at him with genuine warmth. “I‟ll tuck you 
in, ya big lug,” she said.  

 Peter downed his hot chocolate, then put the mug aside 
and wriggled under his comforter. Mary Jane pulled the 
comforter up to his chin, ran her hand through his hair, and 
gently kissed him on the cheek. His head lolled to the side, 
and he settled into deep, unnatural breathing. He was totally 
unconscious. 

 “Peter?” she said uncertainly. No response.  

 Mary Jane bit her lip, looking at Peter uncertainly. Then 
she pulled up a chair, turned on the television, and settled in 
for her lonely vigil… 

* 

 The heavy door opened, and the hulking manservant 
entered his master‟s presence. 

 “Yes, Boris?” Doom intoned. 

 “I have summoned Mordred and the Lady Sable as you 
requested, Sire,” Boris murmured. He leaned heavily on a 
cane. “I must ask it, my lord. What did you discuss with the 
stranger? He has an ill favored and evil look.” 

 “The future of Latveria, Boris, and the safety of my 
crown,” Doom replied. “Send him in, and leave us.” 

 Boris hesitated, then turned and limped out. As the 
shadow of his bulk slid through the doorway, Doom took a 
deep breath. 

 “I do this for you, Mother,” Doom murmured through 
the metallic tang of his mask‟s voice modulator. “For your 
people.” 

 Mordred entered and bowed elaborately. 

 “I agree to your terms,” Doom said. “Prepare the ritual. 
Then, on my command, we can proceed.” 



 

116 

 “It shall be as you command,” Mordred nodded. “Is 
there anything further?” 

 “Go,” Doom intoned. “Make all in readiness. And send 
in the Lady Sable.” 

 Mordred slipped out, and a moment later the Lady Sable 
was at Doom‟s side. 

 “Yes sir?” she said. 

 “I am about to transplant Latveria to a pocket 
dimension. When I am gone and you rule, that arrangement 
will make Latveria‟s protection that much easier. In the 
meantime, before we separate the country… I wish to have 
my queen at my side. You know what to do.” 

 “Yes, sir,” the Lady Sable said with a nod. She turned 
and strode out to set the plans in motion. 

 Doom stood looking over the glittering lake, trying to 
sense the future. 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

Wednesday, October 8 

 The phone rang, startling Mary Jane. She sat bolt upright 
in the chair, clutching her teddy bear. Then she creaked up 
out of the chair and closed her eyes for a moment, 
swallowing, sounding awake. She answered the phone. 

 “This is Mary Jane,” she said with remarkable brightness 
for someone who had just woken up. 

 “Oh,” said a very confused voice. “I‟m sorry. I was 
using Gwendie‟s address book, I got the wrong number. I 
was trying to call Parker.” 

 “This is his place,” Mary Jane said pertly. 

 “Ah.” 
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 “It‟s okay, Mr. Stacy,” she said with a smile. “It‟s my day 
off and I came to wake him up. Do you want to talk to 
him?” 

 “Won‟t be necessary,” Mr. Stacy said, sounding secretly 
relieved. “Gwendie thought it would be good for you two to 
come have lunch with us today if you‟re free.” 

 “Sounds great, I‟ll get the big lug out of bed and we‟ll be 
by,” Mary Jane said. “What time?” 

 “Noon good?” 

 “Be there with bells on,” Mary Jane smiled. “See you 
later, Mr. Stacy.” 

 They finished out pleasantries and she hung up the 
phone. She rubbed her face, then she rubbed her back. The 
television was muted, and some morning show was on. Peter 
lay in the exact position he had been in when he fell into the 
bed. 

 “Damn,” she muttered, and she twisted her head, 
cracking three vertebrae in her neck. “Remind me never to 
do that again.” She kneeled on the bed. “Pete, wake up, 
tiger.” She shook him. She realized his whole body felt 
different when he wasn‟t aware, when he wasn‟t in it. Until 
she touched him when he was totally unconscious, she didn‟t 
realize how his razor sharp reflexes always adjusted, were 
always ready for everything. Slack and absent, he seemed 
somehow smaller. 

 He didn‟t respond. She pursed her lips. “Hey, slugger, 
c‟mon, up and at „em!” she said. She scooped up a pillow and 
smacked him with it.  

 Nothing. 

 She took a couple steps back, then rushed to him and 
put her finger on his wrist. He still had a pulse. She 
straightened, and gazed down at him with open concern. 
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 His fingers twitched, then he gasped and rolled over. In 
a reflexive action he stood, then blinked stupidly as he 
looked around the room. A few seconds later he was fully 
alert. 

 “Holy cow, Peter, that‟s scary as hell,” Mary Jane said 
quietly. 

 “Yeah,” he nodded, worried. “I think so too. Was I here 
all night?” 

 “Far as I know,” Mary Jane said. “Oh, Gwen and Mr. 
Stacy are having lunch, they want us to come for it.” 

 “What time?” 

 “Noon.” 

 Peter glanced at the clock. Nine in the morning. He 
grinned at Mary Jane. 

 “We‟ll make it. First, I need to reward you for staying 
with me last night.” Then he caught himself. “Oh man, do 
you need to go to work?” he asked in potential panic. 

 “I have Wednesdays off,” she reminded him, arching an 
eyebrow. 

 “Right. Because it was last Wednesday we went to be 
groupies for Tandy and Tyrone.” He laughed and shook his 
head. “This has been a hell of a week.” 

 “Not sure this one is promising,” Mary Jane shrugged. 
“One thing is for sure, Peter, it‟s never boring being around 
you.” 

 “Must be my sparkling wit,” Peter said dryly. 

 “Must be,” Mary Jane agreed as she groped for the 
pillow she had smacked him with. 

* 

 Dani and Valeria strolled along the concourse in the 
huge mall. Dani had a modest bag, Valeria was eating a 
pretzel. 
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 “I‟m glad you could come do something today,” Dani 
said with a hesitant grin. “I mean, it‟s hard to make friends. 
Montessi keeps a pretty close eye on me, and I guess I‟m glad 
about that. And… I feel so different.” 

 “You are,” Valeria nodded. “So am I. I understand 
exactly what you mean. My closest friend is a demon 
sorceress,” she said with a bit of a smile. 

 “So where you‟re from,” Dani said. “Are there a lot of 
people like you?” 

 “No,” Valeria said with a smile that had pain at the 
edges. “There were a few. A handful. And I never got to 
know them.” She looked away. “Funny, what the end of the 
world can do to your perspective.” 

 Dani sighed. “Are you ever… afraid of your powers? I 
mean, you can do some amazing stuff.” 

 “I am not afraid of my ability,” Valeria said as she sat on 
a bench. Dani settled next to her, and they were comfortably 
anonymous in the wash of shoppers. “Actually, I wish I 
could exercise my power a bit more. I‟ve heard stories, 
stories of one like me who made himself protector of a city, a 
world, and just about every day he‟d suit up in a colorful 
costume and rush out to do battle with whatever threatened 
his city.” 

 “Wow,” Dani said. “And he just, what, did this in 
public?” 

 “Yes,” Valeria nodded. “And the others… in the world 
where I come from, civilization was at something of a low 
ebb. Any kind of power was a welcome show of strength. 
There was nothing to hide but weakness. Here…” she shook 
her head. “You‟d think after a couple years I‟d be adjusted.” 

 “Not really,” Dani said with a shake of her head, her 
eyes distant. “I‟m beginning to wonder if there are some 
things you never get used to.” 
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 “Let‟s hope not,” Valeria said, reaching over and 
squeezing Dani‟s hand. “For both our sakes.” 

* 

 “Fabulous as always, Gwen,” Peter said, pushing back 
from the table as lunch wound down. 

 “Thank you,” Gwen nodded to him, her bright eyes 
sparkling with the compliment. 

 “I‟ll help you clean up,” Mary Jane stated. 

 “So Peter,” Mr. Stacy said, leaning back in his chair. 
“Brilhart give you a call?” 

 “No,” Peter said, a bit confused. “Why?” 

 “Not at the table, dad, we agreed,” Gwen said severely. 
He chuckled. 

 “There have been a rash of unsolved burglaries that 
seem to be a bit unusual,” Mr. Stacy said. “Come on, Peter, 
let‟s go solve the crime,” he added with a smile as he stood. 

 “I think I‟ll stick with the dishes,” Mary Jane said, 
collecting plates. Peter padded off after Mr. Stacy, to the den. 
Mr. Stacy picked up his pipe and a newspaper. He tossed the 
newspaper to Peter, who sat in one of the chairs in front of 
the desk. Mr. Stacy sat down and started packing his pipe. 

 Peter glanced at the highlighted article. He skimmed it. 

 “Warehouse payroll stolen. So?” he said, looking up. 

 “And this is today‟s paper,” Mr. Stacy said, sliding the 
paper over to him. Another article, a little less deep in the 
paper, was highlighted. Peter glanced at it, then blinked, then 
looked back and forth between the articles. 

 “A jewelry store, cleaned out in under five minutes,” 
Peter noted, looking at the current article. “Metal bars 
wrenched off, extremely fast…” He looked at Mr. Stacy, 
genuinely startled. “A figure in a black leotard?” 
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 “Anything you want to tell me?” Mr. Stacy asked as he 
closely examined his work in preparing his pipe. 

 

 “You look tired,” Gwen said to Mary Jane. 

 “Trouble sleeping,” Mary Jane shrugged. “No big thing. 
Happens to the best of us from time to time.” 

 “How are you and Peter doing?” Gwen asked. 

 “Good, fine, what kind of a question is that,” Mary Jane 
replied, faintly bemused. “How are you and Flash doing?” 

 “Good,” Gwen shrugged. “Hey, Harry‟s back. I told him 
over the phone he could probably catch you guys practicing 
last night.” 

 “He did,” Mary Jane nodded. 

 “I think the band is such a cool idea,” Gwen said with a 
smile. “I was thinking about maybe getting Tandy and Harry 
together for a date.” 

 “That‟s a bad idea,” Mary Jane said with a sudden 
forcefulness that surprised her. Gwen glanced over, clearly 
startled. She quickly returned her attention to the dishes, too 
polite to say anything. 

 “I was just thinking,” Gwen said, “Harry seems to have 
gotten himself sorted out in his travels. I thought maybe he 
and Tandy could be an item, that‟s all,” she said. 

 Mary Jane dried the dishes, distracted and thoughtful. 

 

 “One more robbery like that,” Mr. Stacy said, pointing 
at the papers with his pipe stem, “and it will be front page. I 
don‟t think you want that.” 

 “You‟re right, I don‟t,” Peter said, feeling a shortness of 
breath.  
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 “The police are speculating it‟s a team of acrobats. I 
think it would be best if that team of acrobats remains 
uncaught. But those robberies. They have to stop,” Mr. Stacy 
said, shaking his head. 

 “I‟ll look into it,” Peter managed. “Can I have these?” 
he said, gesturing at the articles. 

 “You bet,” Mr. Stacy said, leaning back in his chair. 
“Good luck, son.” 

 

 “Hey ladies,” Peter said, strolling into the kitchen. 
“Gwen, you mind if I steal Mary Jane and stick you with the 
clean up?” 

 “I suppose,” Gwen said with a lopsided grin. “You two 
stay out of trouble, okay?” 

 “Wouldn‟t have it any other way,” Peter said with a grin. 
Mary Jane tossed the dish towel on the drainer and brushed 
her hands together. 

 “Bye, Gwen,” she said. “Bye, Mr. Stacy!” Then she and 
Peter were out the front door. 

 “You have newspapers,” Mary Jane said slyly. “I take it 
you‟ll be busy?” 

 He handed the papers to Mary Jane, and they got in her 
car. She glanced over the articles, then her eyes widened as 
she read the description from the security cameras of the 
thief. 

 “Peter?” she said uncertainly. 

 “One on Monday,” Peter said, “One on Tuesday. I don‟t 
like it. I can‟t convincingly prove it wasn‟t me. Not even to 
myself.” 

 “I was there last night,” she said uncertainly. 

 “There is a possibility,” he said evenly, “that I could 
sneak past you if you were asleep.” 
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 “So this is my fault?” she said, nettled. 

 “No,” Peter said. “And I hope it isn‟t mine either. Let‟s 
go back to my place…” 

 

 Peter walked in and immediately headed for the 
bedroom. “Peter?” Mary Jane said as she closed the door and 
turned to follow him. 

 “If I did it, then I used mesh,” Peter said. “So I‟ll check 
my mesh and see if it‟s been used.” 

 Effortlessly kneeling and reaching under the bed, he 
pulled out the shoebox he kept his extra mesh in. Opening it, 
he gasped and staggered back and up to his feet. His blood 
ran cold. 

 Mary Jane‟s hand fluttered to her chest as she looked at 
the shoebox. 

 Inside, there was no mesh. But the shoebox was full of 
diamonds, pearls, and jewelry. 

 “There must be a hundred thousand there easy,” Mary 
Jane breathed. 

 Peter stared at the sparkling hoard, his breathing 
shallow. “Oh no,” he whispered, horrified. 

 “What are you going to do with it?” Mary Jane asked, 
startled. 

 “I gotta go hide it,” he said. “Until I figure out how I‟m 
going to return it. It wouldn‟t be planted here unless 
somebody was trying to frame me, and that means the cops 
will be here any minute. Gotta move fast!” He swept the lid 
back on the shoebox, scooped it up, ran to the back window, 
and opened it to slip out rapidly. Mary Jane watched him go, 
bewildered, as the window slid shut with a click. 

 “A hundred thousand easy,” she managed. 
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 A heavy knock rapped on the door. Mary Jane jogged 
over, glanced out the peephole, then opened the door. 

 “Hello, Detective Brilhart,” she said brightly. 

 “Ms. Watson,” Brilhart said with a winning smile. He 
was tall, slightly stooped, with eyes that were too old for his 
face. “Is Mr. Parker around?” 

 “No, he‟s stepped out for a minute. Would you like me 
to give him a message?” 

 Brilhart smiled briefly. “No message. I‟ll catch him later. 
No official business. Just had a couple questions I thought he 
could help me with. Have a good afternoon,” he said, tipping 
his hat. 

 “Thanks,” Mary Jane said, closing the door. She watched 
the detective drop into his car, start it, and drive away. 

 “Whoah,” she murmured to herself. 

 

 Peter shook his head as he finished using a Kleenex to 
polish the last bit of jewelry. “There,” he muttered. “No 
traces. Any of this look familiar to you?” he asked his spider 
ghost acidly. 

 No response. 

 “Fine,” Peter grumbled. He glanced around his room in 
his aunt‟s house. From under the bed he got the shipping 
envelope he had stuffed a backup suit of mesh into. He 
quickly stripped and pulled the mesh on. “I‟ll go look for 
myself. I can‟t believe there weren‟t any traces on the jewelry 
as to who handled it last. Did you do this?” he asked the 
mirror. His haunted eyes didn‟t have an answer. 

 He flexed the spinnerets on his forearms as he squirted 
web and shaped a bag for his clothes. Slinging that over his 
shoulder, he picked up the shoebox of valuables and slid out 
the window, closing it behind himself. 

* 
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 “This is One, running the op,” the mercenary said, 
adjusting his headset as he spoke in fluent Rumanian. 
“Everybody ready for this? Okay, from the top. Two, Three, 
Four, Five,” he said. He checked the monitor, saw the four 
of them with the furled net, waiting in the apartment. One of 
them sat next to a box the size of a computer tower. “Check. 
Six, Seven.” One held the camera, the other waved slightly. 
They were on the roof of the condo, by the window washing 
rig. “Eight,” One said. The dashboard cam picked up the 
driver in the van that One had the screens and equipment in. 
One glanced over at the back of Eight‟s head. 

 “Are we ready?” One said. 

 “Getaway driver, check,” Eight said. 

 “White noise, mystic net, checked out and check,” Two 
said.  

 “Pellets are a go, One,” said one of the two on the roof. 

 “Good,” One nodded. “Then we wait for showtime.” 
He leaned back in the seat in the back of the van that was 
parked in front of Doug Ramsey‟s condo. 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN 

 Twenty minutes later Peter had stashed the shoebox 
between the ceiling and the floor of the second story of the 
science building at Empire University. Another twenty 
minutes took him to the jewelry shop that had been robbed. 

 

 The spider ghost stood on the roof of the building and 
looked down at the unmarked police car that was parked in 
front of the jewelry store, the two cops inside having coffee. 
He would take a more subtle approach. He scouted briefly, 
then saw the scars where the iron bars had been ripped out 
of the third story window. 



 

126 

 Dropping down the side of the building, he stealthily 
slipped inside. 

 “Okay, spider senses,” he muttered. “Do your thing.” 
He examined the brick where the bars had been. The bars 
had been torn casually out of the brick, that much was clear 
by the explosive force that had wrenched them free one at a 
time, left to right. Nothing had rubbed against the brickwork, 
so whoever entered this way couldn‟t be much bigger than 
Peter. He glanced at the floor; nothing. He examined the 
cases. Casually smashed, no blood, no traces. He looked 
closer, leaning right up to the glass. 

 No skin oils. Nothing. Nothing at all. He looked around 
the crime scene, his intense senses playing over everything. 
Slowly, he turned to look at the camera. He approached it.  

 There were traces of an oil of some sort on the lens. He 
sniffed at the camera. 

 He smelled something very like his pheromonal breath. 

 Peter flinched from the possibility, but there was no 
denying the truth. 

 A voice in the hallway. Harsh voice. Peter sprang up to 
the corner of the room and made himself very small in the 
ample shadow. The door opened, and a heavy man walked 
in. 

 “Brilhart,” the big man said, “this is ridiculous. Get 
Peter Parker. I know you don‟t think it‟s him. But his friend. 
This spider ghost thing. It‟s cagey. This has every sign of it 
being him. We got inside contacts here, that Parker guy can 
reach him. Can we please quit protecting those two?” He 
listened for a minute as he glanced around the shop. He 
walked over to the window and inspected the frame. He 
sighed. 

 “Right, you‟re the boss, Brilhart. Fine. You talk to 
Parker. Me? I‟m gonna keep an eye on his tax bracket. No 
way this aint gonna show up. I ran a background check on 
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him. Last year he wins this scholarship. It all looks like a 
fence to me, Brilhart. A one time academic award? Nah. He 
sold the Stark Foundation something he stole, something it 
wanted, for a huge sum a money. I know he doesn‟t seem 
like the thieving type to you. But he is. Yeah.” He listened 
some more. “Yeah, I know. I know, I know. I‟m staying away 
from the press. But you can‟t let him get away with another 
one of these, Brilhart. You get me? One way or another, 
somebody‟s got to say something. Yes sir. Yeah, I‟ll get it. 
Yeah. Bye.” He hung the phone up, then surveyed the 
broken cases. He clucked to himself, shaking his head. He 
headed out of the shop. 

Shivering, Peter darted to the window, slipped out, 
and disappeared across the rooftops like a shadow in clouded 
moonlight. 

* 

 Seconds after the light knock hit his door, Doug swept 
the door open and grinned at Valeria. “You have good 
timing,” he said. “I‟m almost done.” He turned back to his 
kitchenette as Valeria strolled into his condo, closing the 
door behind herself. 

 “Any word from Illyana?” he asked as he scattered some 
pepper on the pasta he was cooking. 

 “No,” Valeria said. “Whatever you‟re making smells 
wonderful.” 

 “Here‟s to hoping it tastes wonderful to,” he said 
absently as he stirred his concoction. “I‟m foolishly 
experimenting for company. 

 “Your bread‟s done,” she said helpfully. He opened the 
oven and pulled the pan with the bread out.  

 “I like it fresh,” he said, sniffing at the bread before 
putting the pan on the counter and turning the oven off. 

 “Doug,” Valeria said as she settled on a stool. “Thanks 
for welcoming me back to Prime. I‟ve been going through 
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some tough times. I like having someone I don‟t have to 
explain everything to. You just look at me and the rest is 
details. Does that annoy you?” 

 “Hah,” said Doug. “Every gift is a curse, every curse a 
gift. It‟s just a matter of steering, if you know what I mean.” 

 “I think maybe I‟m beginning to,” Valeria said 
reflectively as Doug tossed chopped tomatoes in the salad. 
Then she blinked. 

 “Do you hear that?” she said. 

 “Hear what?” 

 “I didn‟t think so,” she said, a bit nervously. “Somebody 
has an industrial strength white noise generator on a 
frequency outside human hearing. Who knows I‟m having 
dinner here tonight?” 

 “Who knows about dinner?” Doug said, slightly 
confused. He squinted, thinking back. “I hardly remember. I 
might have posted it on the board in case people were 
looking for me, you know, at work.” 

 “Get down, Doug,” Valeria said, looking around 
nervously as her eyes shifted. She peered through the door, 
through the wall— 

 Too late, she heard the squeak of the window washing 
rig. She spun as Doug‟s bay window exploded in all over the 
living room. She darted towards the source of the disruption 
when she felt the edge chip off her speed. She squinted at the 
two mercenaries that knelt on the rig, was surprised to see 
they had pellet guns. 

 The first one fired, and she dodged the pellet easily—or 
she should have. She moved a fraction slower than usual, and 
the pellet grazed her on the way by. The graze burned like 
acid. A moment too late she realized what they were 
shooting at her as the second one plugged her in the arm 
with another small, innocuous black pellet. 
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 The pellet‟s core flared green, and Valeria stumbled back 
with the fragment of warpstone in her arm. As nausea rushed 
through her, rage did too. She took a quick step towards the 
window as the door burst open. 

 Two stun guns hit her simultaneously, giving her a jolt. 
The two with the stun guns stepped aside as two more men 
ran into the apartment, spreading a net between them. 
Valeria‟s anger was peaking as they flung the net at her and 
one of them yanked the control cord, contracting the net 
around her. 

 She flexed to simply burst the net, then the sigils carved 
into each intersection of cable glittered, and she staggered 
with a gasp. The net was enchanted with ancient runes of 
protection and connection. She felt its magic bloom as it 
refused to snap. 

 Doug leaped out from behind the counter, brandishing a 
knife. One of the mercenaries stepped to the side and 
pounded a blow into Doug‟s face, knocking him back to 
thud down on the floor. The knife skittered out of his reach 
as blood spurted from his nose. 

 “Finish it!” one of the mercenaries said quickly in 
Rumanian. “Let‟s go!” The mercenaries with pellet guns 
popped a few more shots into Valeria, and she swooned. As 
she slid gracelessly to the ground, the mercenaries grabbed 
the net and tossed her onto the window washing rig. Four of 
them sprinted out the front door, rushing down the stairs, as 
the window washing platform whizzed down its mechanism 
towards the ground. 

 By the time Doug staggered to his feet and made it to 
the window, they were unloading a half conscious and feebly 
struggling Valeria from the rig and tossing her in the back of 
a waiting van. Some of them piled into the van, the rest into 
a small car. They drove in different directions, zooming off 
into the evening. 
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 Doug stood at the window, wildly staring after them, 
blood running down his face and oozing from his chin. “Oh 
no,” he whispered. “Oh no…” 

* 

 “Anything?” Mary Jane asked, leaning against the 
doorframe as dusk slid towards night. 

 “Maybe,” Peter said shortly, stripping the mesh off and 
sliding into his clothes. “I… it might have been me. I can 
barely wrap my head around the idea. I have no idea what to 
do.” He looked at Mary Jane, pleading in his eyes. “I fought 
so hard not to be a thief. Is this some delayed hypnosis? 
How to do I fight it? Where the hell is Strange?” He shook 
his head. “I don‟t know what to do. I have no idea what to 
do.” 

 “Ssh,” Mary Jane said, stepping over to him. “You‟re a 
genius, Parker. You‟ll figure something out. Don‟t beat 
yourself up, that won‟t help a thing. I have faith in you. You 
can beat this.” 

 “Yeah,” he said, pulling her into a hug so she couldn‟t 
see his eyes. “I‟ll figure it out. I‟ll figure something out…” 

 

 Five minutes later Mary Jane yawned prodigiously. “I 
gotta go home, Pete,” she said. “I can‟t even try to pull 
another all nighter.” 

 “Will you stay with me?” Peter asked, suddenly nervous. 
“Not all night. Just… just until I go to sleep.” 

 “Ordinarily no, Alert Lad,” Mary Jane said, trying to be 
arch and failing. “But tonight? You got yourself a babysitter. 
For a few minutes, anyway. I do have to work tomorrow.” 

 Peter lay down on the bed. “Now I lay me down to 
sleep,” he murmured. “Pray the Lord my soul to keep. 
Should I sneak out before I wake…” He shivered. Mary Jane 
tucked the blanket around him and lay down next to him. 
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 “Good night, Peter,” she said. He lay his head down on 
the pillow, and unconsciousness stole over him with an 
unnatural speed that had little to do with sleep. 

 Mary Jane studied his face, the care that was pressed into 
it. She sighed almost imperceptibly as she used a finger to 
brush the hair back from his face, tuck it over his ear. 

 “Peter Parker,” she mused to him, “you are the only 
man I know who gets creative with his finances to pay off his 
bills, then is actually genuinely distressed to find a box of 
jewelry in his room.” She smiled as she kissed his forehead. 
“You are my hero,” she whispered to him. “You didn‟t even 
keep a single ring.” She pressed her forehead against his as he 
lay unnaturally still. Then, she stood and turned off the light, 
leaving him alone and senseless in the dark. She locked the 
door behind her, and all was still in the apartment… 

* 

 Doug impatiently wiped at his nose, smearing blood 
across his face as he scooped up the phone. He mashed in 
Illyana‟s cell phone number. Got voice mail. 

 “Call me, it‟s Doug and this is important,” he said 
tersely. He left the number. He called the Planetary office. 
Nobody. He called Strange‟s Sanctum. Nobody. He called 
Peter Parker. No answer. He gritted his teeth and shouted, 
banging the phone on the counter. Picked it up again, mind 
racing. 

 “I don‟t have time for this,” he gritted out. “And I can‟t 
do it by myself.” He closed his eyes, breathed deep, ignoring 
the pounding of his pulse in his face. “Come on, think,” he 
muttered. “Why do I have to be so damned fragile?” He took 
in a deep breath, and let it out, and he realized there was only 
one person in town he trusted to help him with the daunting 
task before him. 

 He punched in the number. “Hello?” said a voice after 
two rings. 
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 “Dani, this is Doug,” he said, his voice tense. “Got a 
minute?” 

 “Sure,” she said, surprised. 

 “Mercenaries just came here and captured Valeria. They 
spoke Rumanian, I picked up a Latverian accent. I‟m going 
to rescue her, but I can‟t do it alone. I need your help. Can 
you meet me at the Hiles airstrip in an hour?” 

 “Uh,” she said, her mind racing. 

 “Please,” he stated firmly. 

 “I‟ll be there,” she said with quick decision. “What 
should I bring?” 

 “Wear layered clothes,” Doug said with a wince. “Bring 
as many guns as you can find.” 

 “I‟ll be there,” Dani said in a small voice. Doug hung up, 
breathing unsteadily. 

 “Dammit. Damn it,” he muttered. 

 Chill wind swirled around him as he crunched over the 
broken glass on his floor and sat at his computer. He clicked 
and tapped through the internet with the graceful ballet of a 
savant, and less than twenty minutes later he had purchased a 
small jet with his unique contacts and corporate account. He 
arranged for it to be fueled up at Hiles airport and ready to 
fly in half an hour. 

 Doug stood, shrugged on his coat and his heavier boots, 
then he was through the door and slamming it behind 
himself. Supper sat forgotten on the countertop, and a cold 
wind ruffled through his abandoned space. 

 

 Dani and Doug both jumped out of taxis along the same 
strip of pavement. Doug glanced at her, then slipped his 
sunglasses on and hunched his shoulders. “We‟ll talk on the 
plane,” he said shortly. “I need some time to finish up the 
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paperwork, just sit tight out here.” He went into the traffic 
controller tower, and ten minutes later he re-joined her. 

 “Bay eight,” he said.  

 “You know how to pilot a jet?” Dani said, surprised. 

 “I will in a minute,” he muttered. “Just… give me my 
space, okay Dani?” 

 “Okay,” she said, a bit puzzled and not flattered in the 
least. “You mind telling me what the plan is? What‟s going 
on?” 

 “On the plane,” he muttered. “We‟ll talk on the plane.” 

 

 Ten minutes later, Doug settled himself in the cockpit. 
As Dani moved towards the copilot seat in the small jet, 
Doug cleared his throat. 

 “Ah, no,” he said. “Please. No. I need the cockpit to 
myself. Take one of the seats in the back.” 

 Dani looked at the back of his head, scowling. “I can‟t 
believe I‟m even coming with you,” she muttered as she sat 
down and strapped in. 

 “I‟m sorry,” he said. “I‟ll explain when we‟re in the air.” 
He glanced over the instruments and understood them, read 
the encryption of their tells, understood their function as 
though they were ciphers in the secret language of flight. 
Then he powered up the jet, taxied to the runway, and 
managed to get the plane off the ground. 

 Once they were in the air over water, he relaxed. 

 “I really am sorry about this,” he said to Dani. “Really. I 
don‟t mean anything against you as a person. But you may 
have noticed your particular talent is to read people, to study 
their dreams subconsciously and show them illusions of what 
they most fear and or what they most desire.” 

 “Enough about me, what about you?” Dani said tersely. 
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 He chuckled ruefully. “My particular talent is that my 
subconscious interprets code. Any encryption, any language, 
any specific set of symbols that represents something else; 
even body language. I read people like you read a book.” 

 “So?” she said, trying not to be hostile. 

 “So when I look at you,” Doug said carefully, “my talent 
interprets your talent, which interprets my talent. You show 
me what you sense I want to see, and my talent interprets 
what you‟re showing me. As soon as I sense potential images 
in what you‟re showing me, your show changes to fit my 
images. So there‟s a cascade of nightmares and dreams that 
is, all in all, more than disconcerting. Frankly, it‟s maddening. 
And not in the angry sense. In the institutionalized sense. I 
can‟t… I can‟t face that. So I can‟t look at you. I really am 
sorry.” 

 “Sorry,” she said meekly. “I can sort of control it, but I 
can‟t turn it off.” 

 “Any more than you can turn off your ability to express 
displeasure by the set of your shoulders and your tone,” 
Doug mused, glancing across the instruments. “So I do need 
your help. But I‟m going to have to be careful. Please don‟t 
be insulted.” 

 Dani looked out the window at the glittering sweep of 
night on the ocean, finding herself with nothing to say to 
that. 

 Doug sighed. “I was thirteen when Strange came and 
got me out of the asylum,” he said quietly. 

 Dani blinked. “What?” 

 “I was in an asylum,” Doug said. “The real world has 
information overload for normal people. For me, it drove me 
insane. I withdrew into catatonia and no one knew why. My 
talent manifested strongly and suddenly. I had no idea what 
was going on. Drove me mad. I actually can only remember 
fragments of my childhood.” 
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 “That‟s terrible,” Dani said. 

 “Sorry,” Doug said, “I just feel really bad about this. I 
want to look you in the eye. But I don‟t even get a chance to 
see what the images are before they fly right through me.” 

 “Do you have a plan for when we arrive?” Dani asked, 
shifting the subject. 

 “I suck at field work and missions and stuff,” Doug said. 
“Never done it. Never trained for it. I have no idea what I‟m 
going to do when we reach Latveria.” He sighed. “But I 
know how Valeria and Victor feel about each other. If Victor 
has captured her, then we have to do everything we can to 
rescue her. It‟s no less than she‟d do for me, or for you.” 

 “So you and Valeria are an item?” Dani asked. 

 Doug grinned wryly. “Not a chance. I try to stay away 
from married women… 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN 

 The phone was ringing as Mary Jane walked in the door. 
She pounced over to it and scooped it up. “Yes?” she said. 

 “MJ, it‟s Gwen. Flash and me and Harry and Tandy are 
clubbing tonight, and I think it would be sweet if you could 
come along. Whaddya say?” 

 Mary Jane smiled. “I think a night at the club is just what 
the doctor ordered,” she said. “Do you want to meet there?” 

 Gwen talked to somebody in the background. “I‟ll pick 
you up. Twenty minutes?” 

 “More than I need, girlfriend,” Mary Jane said with a sly 
smile. “See you then.” 

 

 Twenty minutes later, Mary Jane opened the car door 
and dropped into the back seat of Flash‟s car. She wore a low 
backed dress with a modest skirt length made sassy by a slit 
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up the side. She was tucked into a short jacket that revealed 
the clean lines of her torso in her one piece dress. 

 “So where we going tonight?” she asked, her face 
flushed and a shine in her eyes. 

 “Banzaitronica,” Flash said. “It‟s a new rave club. Been 
there once. It didn‟t suck,” he grinned. 

 “As ringing an endorsement as your vocabulary allows,” 
Mary Jane said with a grin. 

 “Ouch,” Flash said. “You‟ve been hanging out with 
Parker so much I forgot how much I hate having you in the 
back seat.” 

 “Don‟t try to butter me up, it won‟t work,” Mary Jane 
replied. “Gwen, fabulous dress,” she said, glancing over the 
back of the seat. Gwen blushed. 

 

 Ten minutes later they parked in the back of a rather 
crowded parking lot. As they walked towards the building, 
Gwen turned to Mary Jane. 

 “Harry told us to call him when we got here,” she said. 
“To let him know. He should be her already.” 

 Mary Jane pulled out her cell phone, and took Harry‟s 
number from Gwen. She called. After one ring, the phone 
picked up. 

 “Osborn,” Harry said. 

 “This is MJ. We‟re outside the Banzaitronica,” she said. 

 “Cool. See you in a minute,” Harry said. 

 “Maybe more,” Mary Jane said.”There‟s a hell of a line.” 

 Harry chuckled and hung up. 

 By the time they reached the end of the line, a bouncer 
was waiting for them. 

 “Mr. Thompson party of three?” he inquired politely. 
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 “Smee and us,” Flash said with a grin. 

 “Follow me please.” He turned and walked to the head 
of the line, through the door, past the ticketer, and into the 
club. He smiled at them as the trance electronica thudded in 
the air around them. 

 “Have a great evening,” he said with a polite nod, 
speaking over the music. He turned and returned to the door 
area as Harry waved them over to a booth. 

 “Harry,” Flash said, “I definitely missed hanging out with 
you, man!” 

 “Good work there,” Mary Jane said with a cool nod of 
appraisal. 

 “What are we sitting down for?” Gwen demanded 
playfully. “Let‟s dance!” 

 They hit the dance floor, Flash flailing around in a way 
that was dangerous to himself and others as Gwen swayed to 
the music. Tandy settled into her groove, and a couple young 
sharks drifted over to dance with her. Harry danced opposite 
Mary Jane, who knew how to use this beat to move. 

 She watched Harry dance with surprise; he had always 
been a good dancer, a great mover, but now he had a sinuous 
grace that he had not had before he left. He moved like a 
panther, like an athlete, like a predator. The dance floor 
warmed up as she looked into his eyes and saw something 
dark, a secret that teased her but revealed nothing more. 

 Some time later, the group was breathless as the 
interminable song finally wound down. They reclaimed their 
booth. 

 “I need a drink after that,” Mary Jane said, fanning 
herself. She headed over to the bar. 

 She arrived. “Coke,” she said, not making a move to get 
a way to pay for it. Sure enough, Harry strolled up behind 
her. 
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 “Double scotch,” he said. “And whatever the lady is 
having, it‟s on me.” He smiled at the bar tender. Mary Jane 
noticed that he looked older. He was subtly different than 
the young man that had left almost a year ago to make his 
way in the world. 

 “You thought about my offer?” he asked her directly. 
Even in the bar lights, his eyes were somehow strange, 
somehow dark. Mary Jane smiled warmly. 

 “You bet I‟ve thought about it,” she said. “What kind of 
a date did you have in mind?” 

 His smile grew. “Tomorrow. Dinner. Just wear 
something black. I‟ll handle the rest.” He got his drink, and 
raised his glass. “To good times,” he said, something about 
him hungry. 

 “I‟ll drink to that, tiger,” she said. She clinked her glass 
to his, and they both drank. 

 Harry looked her up and down, and he liked what he 
saw. “I have some business to take care of to clear my 
calendar,” he said. “I‟ll see you tomorrow.” He nodded to 
her, and left. 

 Mary Jane let out a breath she hadn‟t realized she was 
holding. She downed the rest of the coke, then returned to 
the table. 

 “Where‟s the founder of the feast?” Flash asked. 

 “He had to go take care of some business,” Mary Jane 
said lightly. “He just wanted to make sure we had a good 
time.” 

 “Harry‟s cool,” Flash said with a grin. 

 “Be back in a minute,” Tandy said, getting up and 
heading for the restroom. Flash grinned. 

 “Hey Gwendie, up for another dance?”  

 “Still catching my breath, big guy,” Gwen said with a 
winning smile. “Would you get me a drink?” 
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 “You bet, hot stuff,” Flash said, getting up and heading 
for the bar. 

 “Hey Gwen,” Mary Jane said. “I need you to do me a 
favor.” 

 “Wow,” Gwen said, wide eyed. “I‟m always the one that 
asks you for favors.” 

 “Exactly,” Mary Jane nodded. “So you‟ll do this one for 
me. Tomorrow night. Would you mind inviting Peter over? 
Play scrabble with your dad, or watch movies or something? 
I just need you to keep him busy, that‟s all.” 

 “Why does Peter need looking after?” Gwen asked. 

 “He‟s been falling asleep,” Mary Jane said. “He‟s really 
hard to wake up when he does that. If his aunt finds him, 
you know her. She‟ll call the hospital, and all kinds of bills, a 
mess all around. So could you look after him?” 

 “You‟re going to have dinner with Harry, aren‟t you,” 
Gwen asked her with a sideways look. 

 Mary Jane rolled her eyes and sighed through gritted 
teeth. “It‟s not like that,” she said sharply. 

 “What‟s it like?” Gwen asked. “I saw you two dancing.” 

 “You know what? Forget it,” Mary Jane said, standing. 
“I‟ll find somebody else. Thanks a lot, Gwen.” 

 “Mary Jane,” Gwen said, rising, but Mary Jane was 
already striding off through the crowd. 

 She banged the door to the women‟s restroom open. In 
here, the music was just dull tones and thuds. Tandy was 
touching up her makeup at the big mirror. She met Mary 
Jane‟s eyes. 

 “Tandy, I hate to be a spoilsport, but I‟ve been hanging 
around Peter long enough to be able to kill any party,” she 
said ruefully. “Will you take me home? I‟d call a cab, but I 
left my purse at home.” 
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 “Sure,” Tandy said. “I wasn‟t really in the mood for this 
anyway.” 

 The two women left together, walking back out into the 
cold October night. 

 “Did you say goodbye to Gwen and Flash for us?” 
Tandy asked. 

 “Sure did,” Mary Jane said shortly. 

 They got into Tandy‟s plush car. By the time they 
reached the road, the heaters had warmed the car‟s interior. 

 “Hey Tandy,” Mary Jane said as they hit the road. 

 “Yes?” 

 “You busy tomorrow night?” Mary Jane asked quietly. 

 “Not particularly, why?” 

 “I was wondering if you could get together with Peter 
and work on some song ideas or something. I need 
somebody to keep an eye on him, he‟s been falling asleep a 
lot lately.” 

 Tandy looked over at her, then returned her attention to 
the road. “I can do that,” she said quietly. 

 “Thanks,” Mary Jane said, her thoughts distant as she 
looked out at the scenery that flowed past. 

 “Just be careful, Mary Jane. Okay?” Tandy said. 

 Mary Jane looked at her sharply. “What the hell is that 
supposed to mean?” she demanded. 

 Tandy shrugged. “You know exactly what I mean,” she 
said quietly. “I don‟t want to fight. But I‟m your friend. So 
just be careful.” 

 Mary Jane bit back her reply and stared out the window. 

 The rest of the trip passed in silence. 

* 
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 Noise. Lights. Shouting. 

 Peter roused from his deathlike sleep. On the floor he 
saw two Brinks truck cases overflowing with cash, blood 
spattered on one. A black leotard on the floor. In his 
nightmarishly half-dead world the details in the dim were 
clear in the bouncing flashlights of his home‟s invaders. He 
struggled to get up, to move. One arm twitched. 

 Then the SWAT team surrounded him, shouting. He 
faded out as a cold steel handcuff snapped around a wrist. 
He was gone again. 

 

 Lights slowly strobing. Cold. Hard. Truck. He passed 
out. 

 

 He was conscious for the booking. Then he was 
dumped into the holding cell with the other prisoners. The 
cold was penetrating, and he still wore his sweats and a 
pajama shirt. 

 The police released him into the tank, then resumed 
their guard stations. Peter looked deliberately around his cell, 
struggling with the weird receding unconsciousness that had 
gripped him. He still couldn‟t form words. 

 “Whatchu lookinat?” a huge black man snarled at him. 
The rest of the drunks in the holding cell shrank away from 
him and from Peter. 

 Peter fixed him in a cold stare, too furious to be amused. 

 The black man shifted, looking away. Then he turned 
away and covered the side of his face with his hand as Peter 
stood rigid and immobile. The bars. The bars were foolish, a 
second of effort and he was free and armed with steel to 
crush whatever he pleased. Peter struggled to surface, 
struggled to restrain the spider ghost. He could practically 
taste the big man‟s blood. 
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 Peter forced himself to sit in the corner. He hugged his 
knees, resting his mouth on his knees, and his glittering eyes 
watched everyone and everything. 

 

 Less than an hour had passed when the detention door 
opened again. Brilhart and the heavyset detective that worked 
with him walked up to the holding cell. Everyone in the cell, 
including the addicts and fiends, was somewhat crowded in 
two thirds of the cell. No one sat closer than that to where 
Peter was folded in the corner. 

 The policeman opened the cell door. “Parker,” Brilhart 
said quietly, “come with us.” 

 Peter approached them, accepted cuffs on his wrists. 
Stupid cuffs. One flex. That‟s all he‟d need. Peter struggled 
with the impulse and remained wordless as he was led out of 
the holding area. 

 

 The interrogation room was warm, uncomfortably 
warm. Peter sat at the table, hands cuffed behind him, eyes 
staring straight at the mirror on the wall. Brilhart stood on 
one side, the heavyset detective on the other. 

 “Doesn‟t look good,” the broad detective leered at 
Peter. “See, we know that you or your friend was watching 
that Brinks route. So we put tracers in the money cases. 
When you swung down outa nowhere, or your friend, 
whatever, and punched that guard‟s head in and took the 
cases, we just followed the money to your place. With 
enough evidence to put you away for good. What the hell are 
you on? Doesn‟t matter, the blood and urine tests‟ll turn it 
up.” He grinned triumphantly. 

 “That‟ll do, Vine,” Brilhart said, distracted. “Why don‟t 
you step outside.” 

 “Right,” Vine said, and he left the interrogation room. 
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 Peter continued staring into the mirror. 

 “I was always… worried this would happen,” Brilhart 
said reluctantly. “What got into you? Or the spider ghost? 
What the hell is going on? I didn‟t want to believe it was you. 
I still don‟t. But you have to give us something to work 
with.” His eyes tried not to convict him. 

 Peter was rigid. He said nothing. 

 Brilhart shifted uneasily. “Maybe… it would be best if 
you stayed in solitary,” he murmured. 

 When they came to take him away, Peter did not resist. 

 

Thursday, October 9 

 By mid morning, Mary Jane had arranged to see Peter. 
She fidgeted on the other side of the thick plexiglass. Peter 
was brought out to sit opposite her. She picked up the 
phone, he picked up the phone on his side. 

 “Peter, my God, what the hell is going on?” Mary Jane 
said breathlessly. “They‟re holding you without bail. What 
happened?” 

 “I woke up,” Peter said, his voice hoarse. “They were 
there for me. Evidence all around me. It doesn‟t matter,” he 
managed.  

 “I should have stayed with you,” Mary Jane said as tears 
threatened. 

 “Can‟t be there all the time,” Peter said with a shake of 
his head. “Look, better that you aren‟t involved.” 

 “Are you… okay?” she said, peering into his red eyes. 

 “No,” he said softly. “I‟m scared out of my mind. I can‟t 
stay. I can‟t run. I can‟t stop it. I don‟t even know what‟s 
going on. I‟m not even sure I‟m innocent.” His low rush of 
words sent chills up her spine as she looked into his eyes and 
saw desperation so intense he was numb. “If they don‟t 
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know about me by now they will by the end of the day. One 
way or another, Peter Parker dies.” 

 “Peter,” she whispered, pressing her hand against the 
glass. He briefly touched his side, then lowered his hand. 
“Mary Jane,” he said seriously. “Get out of this before you 
are involved. Get out before they start asking questions. I 
can‟t… you must not be pulled into this.” 

 “Peter,” she managed around the lump in her throat. 
Then she slowly hung the phone up, stood, and deliberately 
left without looking back. 

 She didn‟t master herself until she reached her car in the 
parking lot. By then, her eyes were cold. 

 “After all,” she gritted out, “I gotta look good for my 
date tonight.” 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN 

 A tall man with stooped shoulders and white hair 
strolled into the police impound garage. He wore a trench 
coat to stave off the October chill.  

 “Good afternoon, gentlemen,” he said with jovial smile. 
“This must be the truck from that robbery last night.” 

 “Piece of work, isn‟t it?” the mechanic noted. “What 
brings you down here, Stacy?” 

 “Just looking around,” Mr. Stacy said with a bit of a 
rueful smile. “I like to keep up on the weird ones.” 

 “Then this is the one for you,” said a policeman who 
approached from the back of the garage. 

 Mr. Stacy squinted at his nameplate. “Officer Petit. 
What do you mean?” 

 “Whoever did this,” Petit said, nodding at the truck, 
“must be absolutely fearless and a crackhead to boot. Every 
bone in his hands is broke today. Exhibit A,” he said, 
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walking over to the bench where the back doors to the truck 
had been laid. “These things were just casually ripped off. 
First they had to be opened.” 

 Mr. Stacy squatted down, his knees cracking. He peered 
at the fist-sized dents that plowed deep into the steel of the 
armored door. The sharp rip of the hinges sundered by 
incredible force. One of the doors was spattered in blood. 

 “Two men in the hospital, one in the grave,” Petit said 
with a shake of his head. “Whoever did this was a mean 
sumbitch. Just took two cases of money. But they were all 
tagged,” he shrugged. “I figure if we don‟t have the right 
man, we got the next best thing.” He grinned as Mr. Stacy 
turned and looked him in the eye. 

 “Really?” Mr. Stacy said. 

 Petit nodded. “Peter Parker is in custody right now,” he 
said. “All it takes is one drug test.” 

 “Indeed,” Mr. Stacy said. “Thank you for the help. I 
must be going.” He smiled briefly. 

 Petit watched him go. 

* 

 Mordred sealed his scrye with a snap and a sadistic grin. 
“No sign of the Sorcerer Supreme or his brat on Prime,” he 
murmured. “It‟s been days. How lovely. Still,” he said, 
turning to a large mirror and primping his hair and collar. 
“Might as well finish out the end game. Of these touches are 
greatness made.” He smiled at his reflection, and the 
expression it returned was somewhat unsettling. 

 Boris loomed behind him. “His Majesty will see you 
now,” he said. He turned and limped back to the throne 
room, Mordred following respectfully. 

 In the center of the throne room, before the throne‟s 
dais, one of Mordred‟s cairns sat impassively. Doom stood 
examining it. 
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 “Potent sorcery in this,” Doom intoned, his modulated 
voice silky. “I cannot fathom the magics used.” 

 “It is designed to keep its secrets,” Mordred said with a 
polite nod. “That is for your protection. Here is a scroll,” he 
said, handing it to the king. “It details how to work the runes 
on the front to activate the dimensional separation, and the 
subsequent travel between realms.” Mordred smiled. 

 “You approve of the placement of the cairns across the 
kingdom then?” Doom inquired. “We tried to follow your 
instruction precisely.” 

 “Oh yes,” Mordred said with a vigorous nod. “Your 
people are quick and clever with work like this.” 
 “Mm,” Doom said.  

 “Are you ready to begin the ritual?” Mordred asked. “I 
would request that you give me sufficient notice to return to 
Symkaria, so I may test the portal and be sure it works before 
I leave.” 

 “Why not wait here?” Doom asked. 

 Mordred smiled condescendingly. “I can always return 
to Prime. I would prefer to test the gate bringing me to this 
dimension. Besides, when we have used these magics before, 
in the past, it has invariably worked better for there to be no 
doubt in the minds of the people but that their rulers are the 
uncontested controllers of the magic.” 

 Doom nodded. “I see,” he said. 

 “Will you be activating it today then?” Mordred 
inquired, examining his fingernails. 

 “Shortly,” Doom nodded. “First, I am bringing my wife 
home. She should arrive soon.” 

 “You‟re married?” Mordred inquired blandly. “I didn‟t 
know.” 

* 

 “Hullo, Silas,” Mr. Stacy said with a rueful grin. 
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 The pudgy, balding man turned to see who interrupted 
his work. His eyes brightened. “Stacy! Why, Retired Police 
Captain Stacy! As I live and breathe! What brings you to see 
me?” 

 Stacy settled back against one of the steel work tables, 
glancing around the lab. “I‟ll be honest with you, Silas. 
You‟re working on something of great interest to me.” 

 “Of great interest to everybody,” Silas said, looking at 
the microscope on the table in front of him. “I can‟t believe 
my eyes!” 

 “Exactly,” Stacy said with a nod. “Exactly.” 

 “I don‟t even think this is from a human,” Silas said, 
“though the cellular structure mimics human blood and 
tissue.” 

 “That‟s from Peter Parker,” Stacy said slowly. 

 Silas looked up at him, suddenly wary. “Why‟d you come 
to see me, Stacy?” he asked. 

 “I know that boy,” Stacy said with a gesture towards the 
microscope. He half smiled. “He‟s a great sleuth. I‟ve seen 
him untangle cases. Remember that „Special Crimes Unit‟ 
that Brilhart said the commissioner pulled in for the Empire 
University Roth Hall slayings?” 

 “Yeah,” Silas said. He shuddered. “You shoulda seen 
what that monster was made of. Stuff like this,” he said with 
a gesture. 

 “Stuff like that,” Stacy echoed. “The „Special Crimes 
Unit‟ was Parker. By himself.” 

 “No,” Silas said, breathlessly. 

 Stacy nodded. “When I was a suspect in the Antiquarian 
collection theft last year? Parker‟s detective work cleared 
me.” 

 “You don‟t say,” Silas said. 
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 “He even sorted out that mass suicide on the West End 
last year. Quiet, under the table problem solving. He‟s one of 
the good guys, Silas.” 

 Silas watched him, sorting things out in his mind. 

 Stacy sighed. “Silas, in the thirty eight years I was on the 
Force, d‟you remember me ever breaking a law or even 
bending a rule that didn‟t need bending?” 

 Silas chuckled. “Hell no,” he said. “There were a lot of 
guys that were glad when you retired.” 

 “Right,” Stacy said. “Parker is a born sleuth. He‟s a 
bright kid with a bright future. And as you noticed yourself, 
he‟s not normal. Not by a long shot. But he‟s on our side.” 
Stacy paused. Then he stood, and grasped Silas‟s shoulder. 

 “I hate to ask this of you,” he said seriously. “If what 
you see on that slide gets out, Parker will spend the rest of 
his life in a laboratory. Please. Lose it.” 

 Silas stared at him, his eyes wide, his jaw slack. 

 “Please,” Stacy said, his eyes quietly pleading. “You can 
make this go away, Silas.” 

 Stacy squeezed his shoulder once, then turned and left 
the lab. 

 Silas stared at the samples, uncertain. 

* 

 Doom stood on the parapet and watched the plane coast 
down for a landing. As soon as it had stopped taxiing down 
the runway, the medical team rushed to the plane. The 
plane‟s precious cargo was loaded into the ambulance, which 
rushed to the castle. 

 By the time it arrived, Doom was standing outside the 
operating theater on the other side of lead lined glass. 

 Valeria was rushed into the operating theater. She was 
swung onto the table. In a matter of minutes the skilled 



 

   149 

surgeons had removed the warpstone pellets. Doom watched 
her vitals. They steadied after being dangerously low, then 
they crept up towards normal. 

 The door opened, and the Lady Sable joined him. 

 “Do we proceed?” she asked. 

 “Yes,” his modulated voice hissed. “Follow the plan.” 
She nodded, and left the room. 

 Valeria was fastened securely to the bed, then a powerful 
sonic device was placed on either side of her head. The 
sonics were activated; the lead-treated window vibrated with 
their force. After assuring her unconsciousness, they wheeled 
her over under a sunroof. Her unconscious body was bathed 
in the full force of the sun. 

 The door opened, and the Lady Sable returned. “All is in 
readiness,” she said curtly. 

 Doom nodded slowly. “Prepare the people for the ritual. 
Once I have spoken with their Queen, I will activate the 
cairns and we will finally be free of the world.” 

 The Lady Sable nodded and left him. He opened the 
door to the operating theater. He examined Valeria‟s life 
signs. Then he approached her bed.  

 He turned off the sonic devices, and turned to the last 
two doctors. “Leave us,” he intoned. They left quickly, and 
he turned his attention to Valeria. 

 She groaned and shifted, her face lined with pain. She 
was still weak from the poison of the warpstone kryptonite 
that flowed through her veins, though her system was already 
purging itself. 

 “You‟ve had a long day,” Doom observed. 

 She fixed him with a blood-shot stare. “Why,” she 
whispered through gritted teeth. 

 “Hello, how‟ve you been,” he said chattily. “So glad you 
could drop by.” 
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 She dragged herself up to a sitting position, then she 
stood and faced him. One of her hands slowly clenched into 
a fist. “Victor,” she said, “this was not the way to get my 
attention. I‟m leaving now.” 

 “Are you,” he mused, his voice faintly curious.  

 “I‟m not ready to deal with you right now,” she said her 
voice shaky, “and you don‟t want to be in a rush to get to the 
point where I am.” Her voice was uncertain. He saw the 
horror and curiosity in her eyes as she saw the green light 
that filtered out the fogged eye slits and mouth slit of his 
crude, angular mask. 

 “You never were ready to „deal with me‟,” Victor 
snapped. “Ask me how I know.” 

 She slumped back against the bed, rubbing at her eyes. 
“Why did you bring me here?” she managed. 

 Victor walked around her bed and gazed up through the 
skylight. “I have struck a bargain with the fey. Latveria will 
become a pocket dimension, a safe place for the Free People 
to come and go, where their culture can be preserved and the 
fey may visit it. A preserve for wild magic, as it were. 
Therefore, even without your dreams of empire Latveria will 
be safe. You, my dear, will be free in Latveria. Once we are in 
our own dimension you can roam at will. But you will always 
be close enough, so I will know you are here in my 
kingdom.”  

 “Running away…” Valeria said, feeling woozy, “isn‟t the 
answer here, Victor. You can‟t just move a country. Things 
don‟t work like that in the real world.” 

 “That‟s why we‟re leaving the real world,” Victor 
nodded. He turned and faced her, using every ounce of his 
will to keep his voice even. “You are not the one to lecture 
me on the failures of running away, my Queen.” 
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 “Dammit, Victor,” she whispered. Then she mustered 
her strength and sprang at him. One hit. One hit should do 
it. 

 He easily parried her blow and hit her with a two 
handed shove that knocked her back to topple over the bed 
and thud gracelessly on the floor. She struggled to rise as he 
strode around the bed to face her, towering over her. 

 She managed to regain her feet. Victor neither helped 
nor hindered her effort. She squared off with him again. 
“What did you do to me?” she managed. 

 “Warpstone pellets,” he shrugged. “Lady Sable‟s agents 
have been scouring the globe for bits of warpstone. I‟ve 
managed to gather quite a collection. You could say I‟ve 
developed a rather intense personal interest in it.” 

 “Call it kryptonite,” Valeria said bitterly. 

 “Whatever,” Victor shrugged. “You were feeling better 
because I had them take the pellets out. You are feeling 
poorly because you are in my presence. But it could be 
worse,” he noted. He touched his mask, and it unsealed. 
“You see,” he said as fresh nausea slid through Valeria‟s guts 
and left her too weak to stand, “my armor is specially lined 
with lead.” 

 He lowered his mask, revealing the pulsing mess of his 
face. His eyes reeked with unholy green light, the sickly green 
pulse in his teeth flared as he smiled, displacing the wads and 
twisted strips of flesh in his mutilated face. Bathed in the 
glow of the stones embedded in Victor‟s visage, Valeria 
swooned back on the bed. Victor nodded to himself and 
clamped the mask back in place. 

 “Now that we‟ve sorted that out,” he said in his 
mechanically modulated voice, “I think we understand each 
other.” 

 “Victor,” Valeria managed. “Strange… maybe he can 
help you.” 
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 “His apprentice helped me rather enough,” Victor said 
bitterly. “I shall have to repay the favor somehow. I have not 
yet thought of the best way, but it will come to me.” 

 “You brought this on yourself with your arrogance,” 
Valeria spat. 

 “The same could be said of you,” Victor said quietly. He 
shook his head slightly. “Look at us. Two people accustomed 
to getting our way, both of us somewhat inconvenienced by 
the way things turned out.” 

 “You forced Illyana‟s hand,” Valeria said. “She did the 
only thing she could think of to prevent us from killing each 
other.” 

 “One of us should have died,” Victor said. “Me. You. 
Either way. Either way we would be spared this. The 
consequences of our survival. But we did both live. And I 
will not live without you. So here we are.” 

 For a long moment the King and the Queen looked at 
each other. 

 “Why that mask, Victor? Why that one? When you had 
so many?” Valeria asked, still feeling queasy from the 
kryptonite poisoning. 

 “This mask,” Victor mused. “I made it the day of our 
wedding, to calm my nerves with work. At least, the first one 
that looked like this. I have made many copies by now, of 
course. All the same. Every time I look in the mirror I wish 
to be reminded of the folly of a novice attempting the work 
of a craftsman. I was a novice in matters of the heart when I 
met the only woman I will ever love. I paid a dear price for 
my hubris. So whether I look upon the ruin of my face, or 
upon a mask, I do not ever wish to allow myself to forget 
that.” He shook his head. 

“What happened to make you so brittle?” Valeria 
whispered. 
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“For now, Valeria, goodbye.” Victor replied. 
“When next we meet, Latveria will be a dimension apart. But 
I‟m afraid I have a parting gift for you. So that there are no 
misunderstandings as to your place. I must be sure you do 
not misbehave, at least until Latveria has been removed. 
Then you can do what you must. Even kill me.” 

 The door opened, and three big men came in with a 
box. Victor put the box on the bed next to Valeria, and he 
opened it. Inside was a mask very like his own, only pitted 
and cracked. 

 “This,” he said, touching it almost lovingly, “was one of 
the first replacement masks I wore.” He picked it up out of 
the box, then regarded her through his fogged eyeslits. 

 Moving with frightening speed, he snatched her and 
forced her down. In her weakened state, the three men held 
her easily as he clamped the mask onto her face. 

 Valeria screamed, the sound resonating in the helmet 
with her as Victor spot welded it on in a few expert steps. 
They let her go, standing back, and Valeria fell to her knees, 
gripping the lead and steel mask. 

 “There should be enough residue of warpstone there to 
keep you busy until it is safe to let you roam free,” Victor 
said in a cold voice. “That mask is polluted by my face, dear 
queen. But you are not in danger. There are only trace 
elements of warpstone there. We just can‟t have you flying 
off. As long as I live,” he said coldly. He spun on his heel. 

 The large men dragged their queen away to the 
dungeon… 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 

 She stirred, her fingers twitching and her forehead 
creasing. Then, ever so slowly, her eyes fluttered and opened. 
She groaned, feeling as though something died in her mouth. 
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 Looking down at herself, she saw she was wrapped in a 
red coat. She lay on one of the least comfortable stone slabs 
she had ever lay upon. Sitting in a chair next to her slab, fast 
asleep, was the Sorcerer Supreme. He looked weary, and 
there was stubble on his sunken cheeks. 

 Illyana tried to clear her throat, tried it again, struggled 
to sit up. Everything felt heavy and logy. She managed to get 
propped up, and she prodded Strange slightly. 

 With a sudden intake of air, he roused. Then blinked. 
He saw Illyana sitting up, and his eyes lit up as he sprang out 
of his chair and gave her a hug. 

 “Illyana,” he said, delighted. “I can‟t tell you how 
delighted I am to see you awake!” 

 “Strange,” she croaked. “What happened?” 

 “Give me a minute,” he said, holding her close. Then he 
held her at arm‟s length, then pulled her into another hug. 
“Okay,” he said, clearing his throat and taking a step back, 
smoothing this shirt with his palms. 

“You breached the dimension that was collapsing 
on me,” he said, once again fairly calm and collected. “As it 
vented into the ether, I felt the shift, and I managed to hold 
out until it had drained enough for me to push clear. By that 
point you were fairly dissipated. Only the coat and your 
amulet were holding your astral form together.” Strange 
hopped up to sit on the slab next to Illyana. 

 “I wasn‟t feeling so fresh either at that point, but I got 
us both back here. I managed to coax your tattered astral 
form back into your body. It wasn‟t excited about the idea. I 
think you were pretty much gone. But being here, in your 
home dimension, you managed to regenerate enough to have 
a fifty fifty chance. And it‟s taken you a week to regain 
consciousness.” 

 “A week?” Illyana gasped. “No way!” 

 Strange nodded. “A week.” 
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 “And you… stayed here with me the whole time?” 
Illyana said somewhat faintly. 

 “Yes,” Strange said. “You saved my life, Illyana,” he 
added. Then he smiled. “What‟s more, you proved yourself 
to be creative and able when confronted with a situation 
that‟s totally out of your league.” 

 “I learned from the best,” Illyana said with a grin. And 
she sniffled and giggled all at once as her eyes teared up. 

 Strange stretched until his bones popped. “Now,” he 
said, smoothing his hair back, “I‟m going to go after 
Mordred. Now that I know you‟re going to be alright, I can 
track him down without distractions.” 

 “Just be a little more careful this time, okay?” Illyana 
said with half a grin. “I really, really don‟t want to go through 
that again anytime soon.” 

 Strange smiled at her fondly. “Fair enough. Are you 
ready to go back to Prime?” 

 “Gimmie a few more minutes,” Illyana said… 

* 

 A string quartet played in the background as Harry and 
Mary Jane were seated at the table with the white linen 
tablecloth. 

 “Wow, Harry, this is really something,” Mary Jane said, 
glancing around the colonnades and balconies of the 
expensive restaurant.  

 “I like it here,” Harry shrugged. 

 “You‟re going to order for me, right?” she said, a bit 
nervous. “No snails or raw fish or anything too wild.” She 
blushed. 

 He grinned at her. “I‟ll get you something good,” he 
said. 
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 “So what have you been up to?” Mary Jane asked, 
leaning her chin on her hand and gazing at Harry. 

 “I‟ve been traveling the world,” Harry said. “My father 
left me some pretty sprawling business interests, so I‟ve been 
mixing business with pleasure as I traveled to places I 
couldn‟t even find on a map before I left. It‟s been a hell of a 
trip. I‟ve learned about business, of course. And martial arts. 
Origami. Cryptology. Meditation.” He smiled at her. “I‟ve 
been searching the world for what I’m good at. Everyone 
should know themselves, their strengths and weaknesses. 
Everyone is good at something.” 

 “That‟s great, Harry,” Mary Jane said. 

 He shrugged. “I got tired of life acting on me all the 
time. I need to act on life. I mean, I went to Empire 
University because my father wanted me to. I roomed with 
Peter because Peter wanted me to. I was in a car accident and 
I wasn‟t even driving. I got evicted from the bungalow. Then 
my father died. It was just the last thing, you know, in a 
series of things that made me feel totally out of control in my 
life. Instead of thinking that I was holding you to me, I had 
this feeling that I was just at your mercy. That whenever you 
were tired of me you‟d leave, that Parker would get up the 
nerve to go for you and you‟d get pulled out from under 
me.” He shrugged. 

 “Now I know better,” he said. “I pushed you away. It 
was my own damn fault. But I‟ve grown up now. I‟m not in 
high school anymore. A year… it‟s been good to me,” he 
said with a calculated smile. “I‟m growing into my place at 
the head of the company Norman Osborn built.” 

 “So what are you good at?” Mary Jane asked him. 

 Harry smiled. “Missing you, for starters,” he said. 
“That‟s the one I want to talk about tonight.” 

 Mary Jane hesitated for a moment. “I‟m with Peter 
now,” she said firmly. 



 

   157 

 Harry leaned back and laughed. “To the normal eye, 
comparing me and Peter, that would be a bizarre choice,” 
Harry said. “But I understand, I really do. It‟s his little 
secret,” he said, and a darkness deepened in his eyes, 
spreading out of his pupil across his iris. “After all, who 
knows how kinky and exciting he‟d be in bed?” 

 “How did you find out?” Mary Jane whispered through 
nerveless lips. 

 “We know all our children.” The whisper slid out of 
Harry, but it was not his voice. His eyes were completely 
black. Mary Jane was short of breath. His smile seemed 
frozen. “I met a new friend in my travels,” he said in a voice 
more like his own. “Peter is in jail now because he‟s a freak. 
It‟s time for me to get my life back.” 

 “I need to go,” Mary Jane said quickly, standing and 
grabbing her purse and walking away from the table with 
hurried steps. 

 Harry chuckled to himself, sipped his water, and gave 
her a head start. 

 

 Mary Jane fumbled her cell phone out of her purse as 
she shouldered her way into the ladies‟ room. Her hands 
shook as she punched in Tandy‟s number.  

 “Pick up, pick up,” she whispered as she paced in front 
of the mirror. 

 On the third ring, Tandy picked up the phone. “Bowen 
residence,” she said. 

 “Tandy!” Mary Jane said quickly. “I need help. Now. 
Get Tyrone. Harry‟s freaking me out. I‟m at the Chez Royale. 
Hurry!” 

 “On it,” Tandy said quickly, and she hung up. 
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 “Tyrone,” the robust voice said, “It‟s that Bowen girl on 
the phone!” 

 Tyrone started awake. He was sitting on the couch 
watching the television, some game show. His brother was 
laying on the floor coloring a picture. Tyrone stood up and 
stepped over him, maneuvered around the pile of Legos his 
sister was tinkering with, and grabbed the phone as his 
mother returned to whipping the mashed potatoes up with 
the mixer. 

 “M-me here,” he said. 

 “Tyrone. I need your help, right away,” Tandy said.  

 “Y-you home?” 

 “Yes.” 

 “On-n m-my way,” Tyrone said, and he hung up the 
phone just in time for his teenage sister to pick it up and start 
punching in her friend‟s number. 

 “Tyrone, where you goin?” 

 “O-out, ma, b-be back s-s-soon,” and he was out the 
door. 

 “I don‟t like it,” his mother said darkly to herself. “That 
Bowen girl is gonna git my boy in a heap a trouble one of 
these days.” 

 

 Tyrone stood in the alley behind his apartment building. 
He focused, leaning his forehead against the wall. 

 “C-come on,” he whispered, and he let the light drain 
out of him. 

 The darkness stirred. 

 Then Tyrone grunted with the impact as the Shroud 
unfurled inside him; he felt the pressure in his eyes, and the 
fabric rippled free, unfurling from his eye sockets, curling out 
of him until he was covered. He gasped, leaning against the 
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wall, supporting himself with his hand. Looking at his hand, 
he saw it appeared to be tanned leather, or cunningly worked 
wood. 

 Tyrone, now the Shroud, smiled bleakly to himself. 
Then he leaned back into the shadow that formed himself, 
right out of reality. In the alley, with a last flourish, the 
whirling mass of fabric was gone. 

 He navigated the shadows, the dreams, and as he had 
practiced, he dropped back into the real world in the edgy 
shadows of the Bowen garage. Tandy was waiting for him, 
wriggling out of an oversize sweater to reveal a racy white 
dress. 

 “What‟s the occasion,” Tyrone asked, thrilling to the 
sound of his smooth, reliable, deep voice. 

 “Mary Jane is in trouble,” Tandy said quickly. “She‟s at 
the Chez Royale, downtown. Let‟s go!” He opened his 
Shroud wide, and she stepped through him into the darkness 
he was made of. 

 The dim glow of Agamotto‟s Light held at bay the 
swarming kaleidoscope of nightmares that awaited her. By 
now she could ignore them; it was not good to look too 
closely. Then they were in the network of dreams and 
shadows that surrounded Prime. 

 “There,” Tandy said, and they emerged from the 
shadow of a tree trunk in the small park by the back entrance 
to the restaurant. “Wait here,” she said to the Shroud, then 
she dashed around to the front of the building. 

 

 Mary Jane was running warm water over her wrists, 
trying to warm up, when the door to the ladies restroom 
opened and Harry strolled in. He smiled at her, looking her 
over. 

 “I don‟t think you‟re supposed to be in here,” Mary Jane 
said coolly. 
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 “Not supposed to smoke, either,” Harry replied with a 
peculiar smile, removing a cigarette from his silver cigarette 
case. He flicked his lighter as he put the case away, and he lit 
his cigarette. His eyes glittered as he smiled at her. “Mary 
Jane,” he said with a shake of his head, “Don‟t you know? 
You dance with the one that brought you. I think it‟s time we 
go back to my place and you find out what it‟s like being with 
a real man.” 

 Mary Jane backed up, thinking fast. 

 Just then, the restroom door opened and Tandy strolled 
in. She stopped and blinked. 

 “Why Mister Osborn,” she said, amused. “They get such 
handsome valets in these restrooms. Oh! Mary Jane. Oh. My. 
God. You have got to see the new car my mom got me. 
Come on! Later Harry,” she said as she babbled on, grabbing 
Mary Jane‟s wrist and hauling her out of the bathroom. 

 A muscle twitched in Harry‟s cheek, then he smiled 
slightly. 

 “Fine,” he murmured. “We have other business to 
attend to tonight.” 

 In a single smooth motion, he hopped up and opened 
the window and slid out through it, letting it bang shut 
behind him. 

 

 “Absolutely not,” Tandy insisted as she and Mary Jane 
approached where the Shroud lurked.  

 “I am going with you,” Mary Jane said fiercely. “Harry is 
wigged out. He‟s some kind of monster. I suspected, but—
look, it isn‟t important, okay? He‟s out to get Peter. What are 
we going to do?” 

 “I‟ll see if I can find him,” the Shroud murmured in his 
deep voice.  
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 “Tyrone?” Mary Jane said, squinting. “Damn, that‟s 
creepy as hell!” 

 Tyrone flashed her a smile, then folded into himself and 
vanished with a flicker of fabric and shadow. 

 “I appreciate your situation,” Tandy said, putting her 
hand on Mary Jane‟s shoulder, “but—“ 

 “No,” Mary Jane said, brushing her hand off. “You‟re 
going to tell me that it‟s too dangerous, that I don‟t have any 
special powers to defend myself. You know what? I don‟t. 
But Peter is my man, Tandy. It‟s not going to be safe being 
around him. So I‟ll just take my chances and see what I can 
do. Both Harry and Peter know me, and I know them. You 
can‟t cut me out of this.” 

 Tandy studied her for a moment, then nodded. “You‟re 
right,” she said. “Welcome aboard.” 

 “Thanks,” Mary Jane said seriously. “Okay. First let‟s get 
some of Peter‟s mesh. He may not need it, for all I know. 
But if he does, I want to have it for him.” 

 “Let‟s get going,” Tandy said. 

* 

 “Hey, Doug?” Dani said from her seat in the passenger 
compartment. “Do we have a plan yet?” 

 “Um,” Doug said, his nerves obviously frayed. “Doom 
is insane. I was hoping that maybe you could get his insanity 
to, you know, change gears and give us an opportunity.” 

 “Doom‟s not the only one that‟s crazier than a fruit bat 
in a yuppie bar,” Dani reflected. “I can‟t believe we‟re doing 
this.” 

 “Doom is devilish smart,” Doug said. “He‟s hopelessly 
nuts though. Maybe you can give him conflicting images. 
Snap him into a moment of clarity, or catatonia. Something 
to give us an advantage.” 
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 “This is the stupidest thing I have ever done,” Dani 
noted. 

 “Stop building me up, I‟m gonna get cocky,” Doug 
muttered bleakly. “Look, it‟s us or nobody. Doom wouldn‟t 
leave enough time for Valeria to get rescued by the big guys. 
We‟re out of time.” 

 “Isn‟t that the truth,” Dani said, looking out the window 
as they descended over the Carpathian mountains. 

 

 “I have reviewed the instructions, Mordred,” Doom 
said, striding into throne room with the scroll. “It looks 
childishly simple. A car is waiting to take you to Symkaria, 
where I will contact you with news of success.” 

 “Excellent,” Mordred said. He stood, and bowed deeply. 
“I will be in touch shortly,” he said with a warm smile. “I 
wish you every success.” He followed the Latverian guard 
out to go to his car. Doom strode over to the central cairn. 

 “Excuse me, sir,” the Lady Sable said. “There is a small 
craft flying towards us. It refuses to make radio contact, but 
it came from New York via Britain. Shall we blast them out 
of the sky?” 

 Doom was thoughtful for a moment. “Hm. It‟s clearly 
not Strange or his witch.” He paused. “Let them land, and 
bring them to me. Our mystery guests will be the last ones to 
have the honor of flying an airplane into our airspace.” 

 Doom trod up to his throne and reclined, brooding over 
the nature of the world, bracing himself for the tremendous 
change he was about to implement to make his country safe 
forever. 

 “Why then do I hesitate?” he whispered.  

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
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 The plane‟s walkway flopped down, and Doug stepped 
out, walking down the wobbly stairs and into the custody of 
the ten waiting mercenaries. Dani followed at a safe distance, 
something in her eyes terrified as the private army herded the 
two into the back of a truck and drove towards the hulking 
fortification at one end of the valley. 

 After a short truck ride, they were met at the drawbridge 
to the castle by the Lady Sable, her trim body decked out in 
white. Doug and Dani were led out of the back of the truck. 

 “A couple kids,” the Lady Sable mused. “How about 
that. Something we can help you with?” 

 “I need to see King Doom,” Doug said in a voice 
pitched higher than he wanted it to be. “It‟s urgent.” 

 “You must be here to rescue Valeria,” the Lady Sable 
said, amused as she looked them over. 

 Doug swallowed hard. “Yes. We are.” 

 The Lady Sable threw her head back and laughed. 
“What was your plan?” she managed. “Ask nicely?” 

 “Something like that,” Doug said, stuffing his trembling 
hands in his pockets. 

 “That‟s the very best you could do,” she said in wonder. 

 “All I can do is give it my best shot,” Doug said. “Either 
it‟ll work out or it won‟t. But I had to try.” 

 The Lady Sable shook her head. “I‟ll take you to the 
King, just to see what he‟ll do to you. There‟s no due process 
here, kids. You are in for some rocky times.”  

 Doug was studiously avoiding looking at Dani, so he 
had no way of knowing how pale, shocked, and terrified she 
was as they were herded up the steps after the Lady Sable. 

 

 Victor von Doom, the Monarch of Latveria, sat on his 
throne in his gleaming power armor as the Lady Sable led 
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Dani and Doug into the throne room, followed by a small 
troop of soldiers. Doug was immediately distracted by the 
massive stone pylon that had been placed in the center of the 
throne room. 

 “Majesty,” the Lady Sable said, “these two have come to 
ask you nicely to please return your queen to them.” She 
smiled, and stepped out of the way. 

 “Your Highness,” Doug said, his voice shaky. “I know 
you and Valeria have had your differences—“ 

 “Silence,” Doom said. He rose to his full height and 
slowly approached them. The soldiers backed away 
deferentially, so Doom confronted the two alone. 

 “I don‟t know you,” Doom said, gesturing at Doug. “Do 
not prattle. But you. What brings you here?” he said softly to 
Dani. 

 “Have we met?” Dani said uncertainly. 

 “I was one of the seven,” he murmured. 

 Her eyes widened. “You were the one in the armor!” she 
said. “I didn‟t make the connection.” She opened an inner 
sense as she looked at him, and tears started in her eyes. 
“What happened to you?” 

 “As you well know,” Doom said quietly, his modulated 
voice gentle, “some dreams are more dangerous than 
others.” 

 “I know,” Dani whispered. She closed her eyes, and 
sensed Doom‟s dreams; they were powerful, strong. With a 
half-conscious gesture, she pulled them up into his living 
experience. 

 Doom staggered back a step as he was plunged into his 
greatest desires and fears simultaneously. He held a hand up 
to Sable to stop her from killing the pair instantly as his 
breathing grew harsh. 
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 “I‟m sorry,” Dani said as she unleashed her full talent. 
Doug went down on one knee, covering his head with his 
arms. 

 

 Doom was drowning in a maelstrom if images; he saw 
Latveria as it had been before Valeria came, intact and 
prosperous. He saw the castle in flames, the land in flames, 
everything lost to him. He saw Valeria, loving, touching his 
cheek, kissing him. Then hate flashed in her eyes, and she 
clamped the helmet on him, and he realized he held the 
helmet that locked her face away as well. He dropped 
through a dizzying array of an image of himself, dead and at 
peace, and an image of Valeria dead and his heart buried with 
her. 

 “Enough!” he gasped, turning from Dani. She let out a 
small cry and fell to her knees next to Doug, spent. 

 Doom stood unmoving, gasping, for a few seconds. 
Then he straightened, and his eyeslits burned with a terrible 
light. 

 “I see it all so clearly now,” he said. “What I desire and 
what I fear, how they are fed by one another, how they blind 
me and give me vision.” He turned to the Lady Sable. “Give 
them my prisoner,” he said, his voice low. “Refuel their 
plane. Get them out of here as quickly as possible.” 

 “Sir?” the Lady Sable gasped, unbelieving. “You are 
mind controlled!” 

 “I assure you I am not,” Doom said with unswerving 
conviction. “Do as I say. Take them to their plane. Take 
Valeria there as well. Do not release her until you put her in 
their hands.” 

 “You heard His Majesty,” she said to the soldiers. They 
helped Doug and Dani to their feet and escorted them out. 
The Lady Sable made a call on the intercom, and Valeria was 
on her way. She turned to Doom. 
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 “Anything else?” she asked, her voice flinty. 

 “Yes. Summon Mordred back,” Doom said, his voice 
dreamy. “I need his consultation on one more thing. Then 
evacuate the castle.” 

 “Sir?” 

 “Do it.” 

 His will was made reality. 

* 

 The truck stopped by the airstrip, and two strong 
mercenaries got out dragging a listless Valeria between them. 
Doug and Dani gasped as they saw the angular mask that was 
welded over her features. A huge man lowered himself out of 
the truck and brandished a portable grinder. 

 In a few seconds of determined grinding, sending 
showers of sparks over the tarmac, the huge man had ground 
through the weld spots. He opened the mask, and Valeria 
toppled to the ground. Doug and Dani ran to her, helping 
her up. 

 Her limbs were floppy, and when they hauled her up to 
her feet they saw that her face was as pouchy and wrinkled as 
that of an old woman. Her eyes were sightless, and she 
drooled. 

 “Go, take her,” the huge man said. “But before you do, 
Ms. Moonstar. Could I have… could I have a word with you 
in private?” he asked in halting English. 

 Doug didn‟t even look at her, he was already supporting 
Valeria towards the plane. Dani reluctantly approached 
Doom‟s retainer. 

 “My name, it is Boris,” he rumbled, something in his 
expression pained. She saw from his red-rimmed eyes he had 
been weeping. “Please. If it is not too much trouble. I no 
longer know what I fear, what I hope for. Could you show 
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me my dreams?” he begged. “Please? My desires have 
become a mystery to me.” 

 Dani felt tears starting in her own eyes as a lump grew in 
her throat. She nodded, then closed her eyes. She felt the 
dreams that hung, disrupted and turbulent, around the soul 
of the loyal retainer. Then she opened his eyes to what he 
carried. 

 When she opened her eyes again, his moustache was 
quivering as his chest jerked with restrained sobs. Tears 
poured freely from his eyes. He wrapped his huge hands 
around her slender shoulders as he bowed his head. Then he 
straightened, fiercely sniffling and he nodded to her. He was 
too overcome to speak. 

 Dani turned from the soldiers and jogged back to the 
plane as Doug got the engines started. Glancing back over 
her shoulder, she saw a lone figure in stark silhouette on the 
parapet of the fortress. 

 Then she boarded the plane, and they were on the 
move. 

* 

 Peter sat in his cell, waiting for it. He knew precisely 
what it would take to leave through the window. Nothing 
held him here but self restraint. He wondered how much 
longer that would be true. 

 He had wondered about a great many things. He had 
little else to do. 

 He was startled by a fwip sound. Glancing over that the 
barred windows, he saw a black tendril wrapped around one. 
Fwip fwip fwip fwip. More tendrils, wrapping around the other 
bars. With a sudden rasping jerk, the bars tore out of the 
wall. Peter sprang to his feet as two black-clad hands 
whipped up and grasped the window frame. 

 Adrenaline blazed through his system as he caught a 
whiff of himself. He stared, frozen, at the black-clad 
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fingertips. They shifted, and merciless claws slid out of the 
tips. In a sudden burst of strength, half the wall tore away. 
Peter caught only the faintest glimpse of a figure dropping 
away outside the prison as a hellish giggle hung in the air. 

 The door at the end of the cell block banged open, 
running feet approached. 

 Peter realized if he stayed, they might not believe he 
didn‟t do it. He might be moved somewhere more secure. He 
couldn‟t think of a way that he could spin this to his 
advantage. “No,” Peter muttered through gritted teeth. He 
sprang out of the shattered wall and dropped. 

 As he fell, he caught a glimpse of a lightless figure 
tossing something like web, swinging into deeper shadow. 

 “What the hell was that!” Peter demanded of his senses. 

 They had picked nothing up. Chilled and heated by fear 
and rage, Peter fired a web strand and slung over the street, 
whipping into the same alley his mysterious benefactor had 
taken. 

 Wind thrilled through Peter as he slung down the alley, 
springing and firing web, moving dangerously fast as his 
prison clothes whirled and flapped on him and the wind 
whistled across his wide-open eyes. 

 “Work with me,” he hissed between his teeth. “What are 
we chasing?!” 

 His spider ghost was silent. Fearful. 

 “Alright,” Peter snapped. “This time I‟m going to go 
sort it out with or without you.” 

 The chase whirled up to the rooftops as Peter saw a 
silhouette that looked remarkably like him go arcing up out 
of the alley on a strand, whistling through the sky to land on 
a cornice. The figure turned to look at him, huge pale eyes 
reflecting the streetlights. It puffed a breath out, and the 
steam wreathed its head. Peter thought he caught a glimpse 
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of light reflected from teeth. Then it whirled and sprang 
away, lithe and frightening. 

 Peter wondered if that‟s what he looked like to others as 
he followed. 

 His flimsy shoes long gone, Peter sprang and whirled 
over the rooftops, ducking around air conditioning units and 
chimneys, leaping over streets and lower rooftops, led and 
taunted by the shadow of his shadow. His clothes weren‟t 
able to take the strain; he lost a sleeve from the shirt, the cuff 
of the other sleeve was ripped to tatters, his pants frayed 
from the knees down as he scrabbled, dashed, and sprang 
over the restless city. 

 Peter didn‟t feel the wind. He didn‟t notice the cold. His 
raw hands and feet didn‟t register pain. The thing he chased 
left no trace. He knew if he lost it he wouldn‟t be able to find 
it again. 

 He would not lose it. 

 Peter poured on fresh determination and speed, whirling 
and whipping over the city like a man possessed. Too long 
without exercising, without practicing. He pushed further, 
shot thinner threads, moved with unholy and inhuman 
speed. Nothing would stop him. Nothing. 

 The street lamps below flashed by, the traffic flowed 
with the arterial pulse of the city. In the distance, sirens 
started. Even their helicopters could not catch Peter now. 
Nothing could. Except possibly the shadow he pursued. 

 Then, as abruptly as the chase had begun, it was over. 
Peter whirled up to the rooftop of a warehouse and landed 
with his muscles coiled to spring. He skidded to a halt. 
Standing on the roof of the warehouse, dimly lit by the 
clouds reflecting the light of the city, the inky shadow stood. 
Its chest heaved with exertion as it stood turned away from 
Peter, head cocked to the side, unnaturally aware. 
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 The figure was inky black, light did not reflect from it. 
Its surface had an oily sheen that Peter‟s senses couldn‟t lock 
onto. Peter caught his breath for a moment, waiting to see 
what his shadow would do. 

 “I feel like Peter Pan,” he said lamely. “Chasing his 
shadow. What the hell are you?”  

 Show me what you have, hissed the shadow. 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN 

 Peter fired out webbing, spakking it right onto the dark 
figure. He tugged on the strands, but they slid right off the 
frictionless black. The shadow‟s shoulders bounced with a 
chuckle. It turned to face him. He saw the luminosity of its 
eyes. He saw its teeth; they were as long as fingers, black, 
translucent in the permanent twilight over New York City. 

 “Okay, you‟ve seen Aliens just one time too many. Or 
lots of times too many. Care to tango?” 

 The shadow pounced at him, and Peter spun to the side 
as inch long claws naturally protruded from the mobile flesh 
of the shadow, lashing through the air with passionate 
savagery. Peter whirled out of the way and bounded back, 
seriously rattled. He bounced up and caught on the side of a 
chimney. 

 “Come on,” he muttered. “Help me out here!” His 
senses picked out the creature he fought as a blind spot, as 
nothing, not even an emptiness. They simply refused to 
register that peculiar inky surface. 

 Peter was fighting by sight and sound alone. The hairs 
raised on the back of his neck as the creature chuckled. 

 Chicken? hissed the figure in an unnatural voice. Yes. You 
must taste like chicken. 
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 “You‟re going to have to beat me,” Peter said unsteadily. 
“Fear won‟t do it for you.” He dropped from the side of the 
chimney down to the roof and he stood, ready. 

 The shadow stalked towards him, claws flexing, teeth 
glittering with an odd saliva. Peter realized that was what he 
was smelling. Then the creature flung its hands out towards 
him. From the backs of the hands, tendrils of the suit shot 
out, whirling through the air as though they were living web. 

 Peter dove to the side, shocked to his core with 
revulsion at the thought of being touched by that material. 
He gritted his teeth. Had to be done. He bounded off the 
wall, rolled in low, and popped up with a punch. 

 The shadow had already flung itself back out of the way 
of his blow, and a kick caught him as it sprang away. Peter 
slid back a few feet on the roofing, the gravel digging into his 
bare feet. 

 He scooped up a handful of gravel and started flicking 
it, piece by piece, hard enough to dent metal. The shadow 
laughed, a throaty evil sound, as it caught the bits of stone 
that came at it. 

 “I‟m just going to have to beat you down, and I don‟t 
want to,” Peter said clearly. “Who and what are you? Maybe 
we can work something out.” 

 I am the shadow that cast your ghost, whispered the evil 
slithering voice of the shadow. It’s time you learned your place, 
Peter Parker. 

 “Is this a Nazi thing?” Peter asked uncertainly. “I hate 
those Nazi things.” 

 The figure pounced again, and this time Peter stood his 
ground. 

 The first flurry of blows whirled at him, shadow on 
shadow, and he couldn‟t pick out the details. His reflexes 
relied on his senses, and they deserted him. The first, second, 
third blow he knocked awry. The kick caught him in the 
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knee, and then a punch cracked across his jaw. The thing 
unleashed an unholy hiss as its claws slashed at him and he 
ducked and rolled back. The claws tore through shirt, left 
beads of blood on his skin. 

 “Okay,” Peter said, tearing the shirt off. “Okay. You 
want to dance? Let‟s dance.” His eyes glittered with fury as 
he stood in tattered pants, his corded ripped torso rippling 
with muscle in the chill night. Blood speckled his pants. He 
hopped at the shadow and landed skidding sideways, 
throwing gravel at the figure with his feet. As bloody gravel 
sprayed, Peter popped up and whirled into a kick that caught 
the flinching shadow in the side of the head. It spun around, 
slammed off the wall, darted in at him snarling. 

 Cold rage blazed in Peter. He slapped its claws out of 
the way as he spun, planting his elbow in the back of its head 
with all the force he could command. He was going to put 
this thing down, one way or another. That blow would have 
punched a dent into steel plating, but the figure rolled with it, 
knocked forward into a somersault and popping up spinning 
in the air. 

 Peter sprang into the air, and the shadow fired a tendril 
at the roof and yanked down to get out of the way as Peter 
sailed overhead. Peter skidded to a halt by the edge of the 
roof. 

 The monster grinned at him, showing off its shimmering 
teeth. Then it turned and dashed for the opposite end of the 
warehouse. Peter followed at top speed. 

 Launching into the air with a tremendous leap, the 
creature cleared the four lanes of traffic below and sailed 
through a plate glass window in a department store. Peter 
followed, but he fired a web that tugged him off course so he 
punched through a window further along the side of the 
building. 

 The shadow glanced over at him as he bashed through 
the safety glass and landed rolling. It had been poised to tear 
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at him as he came through the same window it had used, and 
it did not expect to be flanked. He smiled, traces of cuts 
across his body and face. 

 “Now you‟ve done it,” he said. He sprang over the 
perfume counter; behind it was a chair. He snatched the chair 
and spun, flinging it. The shadow spatted out a tendril that 
yanked the chair out of the way, but Peter was already 
charging with the cash register in one hand and a handful of 
perfume bottles in the other.  

 It hopped to the side, but Peter flung the bottles with all 
his strength at the floor by the creature. They shattered, 
spraying the shadow with shards of glass and splashes of 
reeking fragrance. As it darted out of the way and 
accidentally plowed into a rack of shirts, Peter flexed as hard 
as he could, firing the cash register at the scrabbling shadow 
like a pitcher throws a fastball. 

 With a resounding bang, the register snapped into the 
shadow. It tore loose of the shirt rack and was punched 
through a discount rack and the shelves of jeans; the shelf 
flew over backwards and cloth was everywhere as the 
shadow scrabbled out of the way, Peter hot on its trail 
holding a shirt rack. 

 Peter took a moment to yank the hanger wheel off the 
rack, and now he had a metal pole about five feet long. He 
twirled it once, and bounded over onto the mess of shirts 
and jeans. 

 “I can smell you now,” he said, his voice cold. “I don‟t 
think hide-go-seek is going to be fun for you anymore.” He 
paused as scrabbling echoed to him from the dim recesses of 
the Ladies Wear. “I‟ve fought my inner spider ghost before,” 
he said. “Compared to that battle, this is cake. Nothing new. 
So do you want to come out here and be mastered, or are 
you going to make me chase you?” 
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 What do you mean, me chase you? the shadow snarled. Peter 
Parker can’t come back from that jail break. By now they know what 
you are, or at least what you are not. 

 “That‟s true,” Peter said with a nod. “I‟ll sort that out 
later. Enough about me. What about you? Who are you? 
WHAT are you?” 

 We are better, the voice hissed. Peter spun in time to 
deflect the coat rack that hissed through the air at him, 
banging it with the pole to knock it aside. The strength of the 
shadow still shocked him. And he was also a bit unsettled 
that the cash register hadn‟t ended the fight. 

 “A guy can dream,” he muttered. He bounded along the 
trajectory of the coat rack, his scalp prickling with suspense 
as his eyes darted through the shadows, hypertense and 
waiting for the hit from out of nowhere. The scent of 
perfume got stronger as he reached the escalators. 

 He stopped short as he reached the top of the escalator. 
There was a puddle of perfume, shed from the shadow 
effortlessly. Peter realized that he was supposed to stand 
there looking at the perfume for a second. He threw himself 
back— 

 Too late. The shadow sprang from behind him, claws 
slashing. Peter felt them whip through the muscles of his arm 
like tissue paper, dig out a gouge along his back. He couldn‟t 
correct his jump, he crashed against a clothing rack and went 
down in a pile of fabric. 

 With a throaty snarl, the creature followed up on its 
advantage, tearing down at him. He kicked at it and missed, 
the shadow plunged its claws down into the clothes as Peter 
squirmed evasively. 

 Peter twisted up to the side on one knee in time to stop 
the backhand the shadow flung at him with his unprepared 
jaw. He sailed through the air, dark lights exploding in his 
vision, and he hit the railing of the balcony with the small of 
his back and toppled over. 
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 On the way down, he managed to fire web to the 
underside of the escalator and swing a bit to slow his fall, 
sliding along the floor on the level below where he had been 
hit. His back stung, his cheek was numb, he was laced with 
fire where the claws had torn him. Peter managed a kippup 
and wished he hadn‟t as his blood surged. 

 Instinctively, he knew the creature had followed him 
down. As he looked around, he realized he was between 
home appliances and hardware. 

 “Damn,” he breathed. 

 The shadows behind him swelled and deepened, and 
Peter slid out of the way, squaring off with them. 

 Then he saw the Shroud, and from inside, Tandy and 
Mary Jane were disgorged to land on their feet on the 
linoleum thoroughfare of the department store. 

 Tandy‟s Eye glittered, the circular glowing mark like a 
tattoo around her eye. Her face was set in determination and 
disapproval as she gestured, and Light flared past Peter, who 
turned from it. 

 As he turned from the Light, it picked out in sharp relief 
the shadow that had been silently dashing towards him. 

 An inhuman squeal of rage, shock, and pain swarmed 
out of the shadow, and its surface rippled and began to peel 
back. It stopped immediately and sprang away from the 
searing, merciless, revealing Light. Tandy rushed to Peter‟s 
side, her fist clenched with Light playing around it in a 
nimbus of power. The Shroud drifted behind them, and 
Mary Jane stood next to Peter. 

 “Thank God you‟re okay, Peter,” she said breathlessly. 

 “More or less okay,” Peter managed. “This is the first 
time I can remember having a bunch of my friends show up 
mid freak-fight.” 
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 “Here,” Mary Jane said, handing him a packet of his 
mesh. “I thought you might want this.” 

 “Hot damn but you‟re a beautiful woman,” Peter said, 
quickly stripping to his underwear and sliding the mesh over 
his skin. “I can‟t tell you how much better this is.” 

 “It is kind of cold outside, you know,” she said, trying a 
smile. 

 “They wouldn‟t give me a coat,” Peter shrugged. He 
blinked. “You‟re awfully dressed up for a rescue,” he said as 
he looked between her black dress and Tandy‟s white dress. 

 “It‟s Harry,” Mary Jane said quickly. “Harry is the thing 
you‟re fighting. I think it‟s got something to do with the 
darkstone. When I looked into his eyes, I saw that same look 
I see when I look into yours, you know, when you‟re, uh, 
busy. Doing this stuff. I knew I had to find out more.” 

 “Hang on,” Peter said, blinking. “I‟m in jail, and you‟re 
going out with Harry? Dressed like that?” He looked alarmed. 

 “Dammit, Peter, you have to make everything difficult,” 
Mary Jane said in exasperation. She took a deep breath. 
“Peter Parker, will you marry me?” 

 He blinked, totally slack jawed. “Uh?” he said. 

 “You‟re the best man I‟ve ever known,” she said 
steadily. “You‟re a hero, Peter. I want that for myself for the 
rest of our lives. There‟s never been a doubt, not since I got 
to know the real you, that you‟re the man for me. You make 
me feel loved. I was going to have you meet the folks first,” 
she said with a shrug, “but what the hell. What do you say, 
Parker? Will you marry me?” 

 Tandy and Tyrone exchanged a startled look. Tandy 
grinned. 

 A smile grew on Peter‟s face. “Yes,” he said. “You bet 
I‟ll marry you. I would have married you a year ago.” His 
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smile grew into a full bore grin. “Hoo,” he said. “We‟re 
gonna get married.” 

 He pulled her into a hug, and she kissed him 
passionately. Then she pulled back, scowling. 

 “Dammit, Peter, I hate it when you get a bloody 
mouth.” 

 “Well I didn‟t do it on purpose,” he said, trying to be 
testy and just failing with the swell of joy that filled him. “I‟m 
gonna get married to Mary Jane!” he said to Tandy and 
Tyrone, who grinned back at him. 

 “I wanted to do it like this,” she said to him seriously. 
“So there‟s never any doubt in your mind that I know exactly 
what I‟m getting into.” 

 Peter blinked again, and nodded. “Speaking of which,” 
he said. “Tandy, Tyrone, guard this woman with your lives. I 
gotta go have a heart to heart with Osborn.” 

 He sprang off into the shadows as he pulled his mask 
down. Tandy sighed romantically, then looked at Mary Jane. 

 “You have some blood on you, dear,” she noted. 

 “That‟s okay,” Mary Jane said. “I‟m never going to wash 
this dress again. This is the dress I proposed to him in.” She 
smiled dreamily. 

 “She‟s got it bad,” the Shroud noted. 

 They vacated the premises. 

 

 Peter zipped out of the mall as the cops arrived and ran 
in the front door, answering the silent alarm. He moved 
cleanly, tight in his mesh, the spider ghost once again. He 
fired out weblines, tugging himself quickly and surely 
through the wild three dimensional cityscape. His brain was 
on fire, he felt no pain. 

 Mary Jane.  
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 Yeah. 

 “Lightning for blood,” Peter whispered as he fired out a 
stream of web in the chilly night, whirling through the fourth 
dimension with precise timing that would be the envy of a 
concert pianist. 

 And he had a plan. Now he swung through the night, 
not looking back. He knew where he was going. 

 If Harry could pace him when he knew where he was 
going, then Harry deserved to catch him. Peter couldn‟t 
restrain a grin. His arm hurt, he had to favor it. His ribs 
slowly trickled blood. But he was alive, he was moving, and 
he was unstoppable. 

 Before him, the Osborn Towers loomed in the urban 
landscape. Where Harry lived. Where Harry worked. Where 
Harry would have to confront him. He grinned as he poured 
on the speed. He did not have to look to know that Harry 
would be following him now. He had little choice. After all, 
once your identity is compromised, your options narrow 
dangerously. 

 

 Peter stood on the slanted roof of one of the towers, 
looking out over the misted and glittering cityscape. He 
waited patiently. He knew he would not have to wait long. 

 I bet you’re pretty proud of yourself, a familiar voice hissed. 
You tend to think very highly of yourself when you untangle life’s little 
knots. 

 “Lose the voice,” Peter said. “It isn‟t you.” 

 No, it isn’t ME, Harry hissed. It is US. WE. We are better. 

 “You and what?” Peter said. “It looks like somehow you 
bonded with the darkstone itself.” 

 In the uncertain silence that followed, Peter scanned the 
rooftop until he saw Harry hunched in a shadow, ready to 
spring, his inky black surface shifting like a pool of oil. 
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 “Do you want to fight some more or are we ready to 
talk?” Peter asked quietly.  

 Harry shivered, then he sprang out. He lunged at Peter, 
and Peter skipped to the side, knocking the claws away. 
Harry lashed out, driven, and Peter snatched his wrist and 
threw a punch directly into the bone of his elbow. Sputtering 
in rage, Harry charged at him, claws chopping through the 
air. Peter twirled into the middle of the strikes, elbowing one 
wrist away and snatching the other. He stepped to the side 
with a heavy twist on the wrist, and something snapped in 
Harry‟s elbow as he flipped to the side. He finished out the 
flip and landed, snarling, his arm limp. 

 “I know I can tear your arm right off,” Peter said with 
cool assurance as he let go and bounced out of reach. “I 
know how to beat you. Now I know who you are, and what 
your power is made of. You sure you don‟t want to talk?” 

 Harry stood panting, staring at him. 

 “This is your dream, huh,” Peter said, looking him 
square in an oversized luminous eye. “You have wealth, 
freedom, the power of the darkstone, and the best thing you 
can think to do is come after me?” 

 You are not better than everyone else, snarled Harry. It’s time 
you knew that. 

 “I do,” Peter said quietly. He pulled his mesh hood off, 
revealing his face. “I know I‟m not better. I‟m just different. 
My powers have given me a lot, don‟t get me wrong. But 
they‟ve taken a lot away, too. I‟ve learned to appreciate what 
my sacrifices have gotten me. Like that voice in the back of 
your mind that whispers to you, tells you things, terrible 
things.” 

 Harry flinched with surprise. Peter nodded. 

 “It can be mastered,” he said. “Or at least tamed,” he 
said after a moment of thought. “Well, directed to something 
useful most of the time,” he finished with a rueful smile. 
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“The point is, I know the drives you‟re feeling right now. 
And they‟re just using you. They take the anger, the fear, 
whatever is inside. Then they use that for whips and spurs to 
make you do what they want you to do. And the Harry 
Osborn I know is bigger than that.” 

 Harry hesitated, and the darkness peeled back from his 
face. “P-Peter,” he gasped. 

 “Look, Harry,” Peter said. “You wanted MJ because I 
did. You left to explore the world because I found a purpose 
and you wanted one too. You even let this… this thing into 
you, so you could have power like mine.” Peter‟s eyes were 
gentle. “I‟ve always respected you, Harry,” he said. “It‟s time 
for you to get out of my shadow and go cast your own.” 

 Harry fell down on his hands and knees, cradling his 
broken arm against his chest. The dark surface that had 
covered him receded into his skin. He looked at Peter, his 
eyes shining with unshed tears. 

 “Help me,” he whimpered. 

 “I know a doctor that can sort this out,” Peter said with 
a smile. “Let‟s get you changed. We can take one of your 
cars.” 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY 

 “You summoned me, Majesty?” Mordred said politely as 
he was escorted in. The soldier who led him in left and 
closed the door, leaving the two alone. 

 “Thank you for reminding me,” Doom intoned, his 
mechanized voice rolling through the room. 

 “Of, what, Sire?” Mordred inquired. “The activation 
sequence?” 

 “Exactly,” Doom nodded. “The activation sequence.” 

 Mordred smiled warmly, turning to the cairn. “Certainly. 
First you activate this sigil—“ 



 

   181 

 He let out a high pitched scream as the bolt of 
warpstone fueled sorcery pounded into his back, flanked by 
two powerful repulsor blasts. He was pounded into the 
stone, energy rippling around him, technology and magic 
combining to a tearing barrage of destruction that shocked 
into him and burned. 

 The assault was choked off, and Mordred groaned as his 
blasted body thudded to the ground by the cairn, steaming, 
fire flickering on his robes. 

 “Thank you for reminding me that the fey are not to be 
trusted,” Doom snarled, his voice swelling with rage. “Thank 
you for proving in yet another way that this world is without 
hope of escape.” He roared, warpfire blazing out of his mask, 
his repulsors slamming energy into Mordred‟s wrists and 
ankles as the wounded sorcerer tried to crawl away. 

 The blaring attack once again stopped. Doom‟s footfalls 
echoed in the throne room, punctuated by Mordred‟s whine 
of pain as Doom approached. 

 “If you wanted a preserve for wild magic,” Doom 
murmured softly, dangerously, “your people are more than 
capable of making one. I wanted to believe you so badly that 
I did. I was a fool. You blended truth with lies to create 
something palatable, something you knew I would be 
attracted to. This has nothing to do with me. It‟s about 
Valeria, isn‟t it. Answer me, worm, your life depends on it.” 

 “Yes,” Mordred wheezed. 

 “And you have no reason to strike at her, so this was 
really an oblique attack on the Sorcerer Supreme,” Doom 
continued relentlessly. 

 “Yes,” Mordred gasped. 

 Doom shook his head. “Stupid. You are stupid to attack 
the Sorcerer Supreme, however subtly. And now it is time to 
discover what these „cairns‟ are really.” He turned and 
punched into the stone where it was already crumbled and 
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brittle from the overflow of his assault on Mordred. He 
tugged the aperture open wider with his armor-enhanced 
strength. 

 He stood looking inside for a long, long moment before 
he turned to where Mordred was trying to stand. 

 “Nuclear weapons,” he murmured. “Pig.” He blasted at 
Mordred again, and Mordred almost got his defenses up in 
time. As the eldritch wizard flew back, he fired a bolt at the 
bomb. 

 Doom easily dissipated the bolt. Another shock of 
energy from his repulsors knocked Mordred flat; Doom 
charged to him and stood on his shoulder, energy collecting 
for a repulsor bolt to the head. 

 “Lady Sable,” he said over the intercom as his armor 
patched him through. “Get me cold iron shackles. We have a 
fey sorcerer to slowly torture to death. 

 Mordred snarled a Word of Power, and Doom was 
flung back from him. The injured sorcerer moved with 
surprising speed, darting out the door. 

 Doom patched himself through to Sable‟s comm. unit. 
“Belay that,” he said. “Let him go. The cairns are nuclear 
weapons. Disarm them at once.” 

 “Yes sir,” she said, her voice awed. 

 Doom strode back up to his throne, and he sat down. 
He gazed at the revealed nuclear bomb in his throne room. 

 “I wonder,” Doom murmured to himself. “I wonder if I 
did the right thing. After all, if I had „moved‟ Latveria, then 
perhaps… perhaps I would once again be with my Queen.” 

 The silent stone had no answers, but Doom gazed at it 
anyway, with longing and with revulsion. “That was close,” 
he sighed. “So very, very close.” 

* 
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 The door opened, and Peter led Harry inside. They 
glanced into the kitchen. 

 Tandy, Tyrone, Illyana, and Mary Jane looked up, 
surprised. 

 “Peter!” Mary Jane said, quickly standing. “Harry?” 

 “It‟s okay now,” Harry said. “I‟ve… I‟m not… Is there a 
doctor here?” 

 “Yeah,” Peter said. “Illyana, is Strange in?” 

 “He‟s just upstairs,” Illyana said quickly. “Um, upstairs 
and to the left.” 

 “We‟ll be back,” Peter said, and he mounted the stairs 
with Harry right behind him. 

 Strange stood at the top of the stairs. His eyes were 
calm, but his hair was mussed and he had a week‟s growth on 
his sunken cheeks. He smiled politely at the two young men 
on the stairs. 

 “Can I help—“ he started, then he stopped short and 
stared at Harry. “The darkstone,” he breathed. 

 “I think the Doc knows what to do,” Peter said. “He 
also has a broken arm,” he said to Strange. 

 “Peter, please wait with the others,” Strange said. “Harry 
Osborn, right?” 

 “Yes sir,” Harry said, surprised. 

 “Do come with me.” 

 Harry and Strange entered one of the guest rooms 
upstairs. 

 “Do you want to know what happened?” Harry asked, 
feeling a bit awkward. 

 “You know Peter, probably from school,” Strange 
began. 

 “He was my roommate,” Harry volunteered. 
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 “You detected that he was somehow different, but 
didn‟t put a lot of thought into it. You were going about your 
business when a white haired man with sharp features 
offered you the power to beat Peter. It seemed like a really 
good idea. He gave you something like cold coffee to drink.” 

 Harry stared at him slack jawed. 

 “His name is Mordred,” Strange added gently. “Don‟t 
ever have anything to do with him again.” 

 “Yes sir,” Harry said respectfully. “Can you take that 
thing out of me?” 

 “Mostly,” Strange said. “He got you to ask him for it 
first, right? You accepted it voluntarily?” 

 “Yes sir.” 

 Strange pursed his lips. “Very well,” he said. “I‟ll do my 
part, then you must do yours.” 

 “I will,” Harry said. “When do we begin?” 

 “Now,” Strange said. “But it helps if you are asleep 
first…” He passed his hand over Harry‟s face once, and 
Harry fell into a deep slumber. 

 

 Peter reached the bottom of the stairs. He limped into 
the kitchen and eased himself down into a chair. 

 “Hey, this Strange guy is a doctor, right?” Mary Jane 
said. 

 “Yeah,” Peter replied. 

 “Woo hoo!” Mary Jane said with a grin. “I don‟t have to 
do the stitches this time!” 

 “I need some on my side, and my arm got ripped pretty 
good,” Peter said with a rueful grin. “Hey, Mary Jane. I got 
hit on the head. A lot. So maybe you can help me clarify this. 
You did propose to me, right?” 
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 “You bet,” she said with a nod. 

 Peter leaned back in the chair. “Cool,” he said with a 
very satisfied smile. “That‟s what I thought.” 

 

 Harry blinked, then sat up. He looked down at his arm, 
it was in a sling. He was sitting on a bed. Doctor Strange sat 
on a chair next to him, his fingers steepled, his eyes dark. 

 “Will… Will I be okay?” Harry asked hesitantly. 

 “Yes,” Strange replied quietly. “If you choose to be.” 

 “Am I going to need physical therapy for this?” Harry 
asked, nodding at his arm. 

 “No,” Strange said. “I‟ve seen to it that your arm will 
knit properly, as long as you take care of it. A bit too much 
racquetball, I should think,” he said with a small smile. 

 “Right,” Harry said, shaking his head as memories 
teased the edge of his mind. “Racquetball with Peter.” 

 Strange said nothing, he simply held up a stone. It was 
dark, in the shape of a slightly irregular rounded square. One 
corner was chipped. “This is the darkstone,” he said, 
“reconstituted.” 

 “Almost,” Harry said, nodding towards the chip. 

 “That is within you,” Strange murmured. “You agreed 
to take the stone, and some part of you will always be 
haunted by a darkness that is beyond you.” 

 “So… what do I do about it?” Harry asked nervously. 

 “Nothing,” Strange said. “Absolutely nothing. If you 
feel a dark urge, go around it. Be decent. Be human. Deny 
the impulse to be anything else. Live a good life and you‟ll be 
free of this forever.” He deliberately put the stone down on 
the nightstand. “Now for the delicate part.” 

 “What‟s that?” Harry asked, noticing that his mouth was 
dry. “Payment?” 
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 Strange‟s smile was an echo. “No,” he said, his thoughts 
far away. “Not a payment. The question before us is, do you 
want to remember that this whole incident happened?” 

 “Do I want to remember?” Harry asked, startled. 

 “Some people,” Strange said, “find it difficult 
reconciling episodes that do not fit with the rest of their lives 
to the future they wish to have. For those people, sometimes 
the past can re-shape itself in a more… palatable direction. 
Reduce the truth to the occasional troubling dream.” 

 “Absolutely not,” Harry said firmly. “This episode, as 
you call it, fits perfectly into my life. I‟ve always wondered 
what was under the surface. What else was going on. I can‟t 
go back to wondering. In fact, you make me curious. Can 
you look and see if that‟s happened to me before?” 

 Strange hesitated. “Not right now,” he said. “Maybe 
later. You‟re sure?” 

 Harry sighed. “I‟ve learned from this,” he said. “I see 
now that there are things I need to tend to, things that my… 
my jealousy blinded me to. I need to be my own man.” He 
looked at Strange. “You said the white haired man was 
named Mordred?” 

 “Yes,” Strange said. “And he is not a man. He is a 
creature that looks like a man. He is a malicious and wicked 
creature that delights in simply being wicked and malicious. 
He discovered your feelings about Peter, and he used one of 
his toys,” Strange said, touching the darkstone, “to power 
you up and send you after Peter. In this way, he hoped to 
foster mistrust and paranoia in Peter, perhaps killing him or 
driving him away, ideally involving me and having things get 
ugly one way or another.” 

 “Seems like a lot of trouble to go to,” Harry said, 
wanting a smoke. He licked his lips and glanced around the 
room. 
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 “Years ago, I locked Mordred in a prison. To keep him 
out of trouble. He got out. He took it personally,” Strange 
said, his eyes depthless.  

 “Thanks for your help,” Harry said sincerely. “If you 
need anything, just let me know. I won‟t forget this.” 

 Strange nodded to him. “I appreciate the offer,” he said. 
A faint smile played across his features. “We‟re always 
looking for advertisers for the Planetary.” 

 “Oh,” Harry said, his eyes widening. “You‟re that 
Doctor Strange!” He grinned, bemused. “I can‟t believe I 
didn‟t make the connection.” 

 “Don‟t worry about it,” Strange said, rising. “I get that a 
lot.” 

 

 They were headed down the stairs in time to hear the 
conversation in the kitchen. 

 “So you two have got to be in the wedding,” Mary Jane 
was saying to Tandy and Tyrone. “We‟ll be the best 
protected couple outside a mob wedding.” She grinned. 

 “I just hope this wedding goes better than the last one I 
helped out with,” Illyana said, shaking her head. She was the 
first to see Harry and Strange standing in the doorway. “Hey, 
guys.” 

 “Hey,” Harry said. He swallowed hard. “Look, I want to 
apologize to all of you. I know words are pretty weak, but I 
am sorry. Peter, you know I‟m sorry it turned out like it did. 
But Mary Jane,” he said, a pained expression settling on his 
face. “I don‟t know what to say to you. Except that I‟ll never 
do anything like that again. I know what came over me. I 
know I had a part in what happened. And as much as I wish 
I could say otherwise, some part of me really wanted to 
betray our friendship.” He looked into her eyes, speechless 
for a moment. “I‟m sorry,” he said quietly. “To you most of 
all.” 
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 “I‟m not sure it‟s that easy,” Mary Jane said coolly. 

 “That‟s why I‟m not asking for forgiveness,” Harry 
replied. “For now, please just accept my apology.” 

 “Apology accepted,” Mary Jane said with a slight nod. 

 “With that,” Harry said, “I‟ll see you all later. I think I 
need about a week of sleep.” He smiled at them briefly, then 
left through Strange‟s front door. 

 “I‟ll talk to him later,” Peter said to Mary Jane in a low 
voice. “Just what exactly happened?” 

 “We‟ll talk later,” she replied with an arched eyebrow. 
“Until then, you can stew in your curiosity.” 

 “You are an evil Nazi,” Peter said with half a smile. 

 “Take it or leave it,” Mary Jane replied. 

 Peter smiled, and stroked her face. “You know I‟m 
keeping you,” he whispered. Then his eyes widened. He 
looked at his hand. The abrasions and scrapes that covered it. 

 “Oh crap,” he said breathlessly. “I broke out of prison 
tonight!” He stood up quickly. “I need somebody to give me 
a ride to the station! I gotta turn myself in!” He turned to 
Mary Jane. “If I can‟t be Peter Parker any more, will you still 
love me?” 

 “Yes,” she replied simply. “We‟ll rename you Slim 
Guido Sarduchi.” 

 “Strange,” Peter said, turning to him. “If it comes to 
that, can you get me a new identity?” 

 Strange raised an eyebrow. “If it comes to that,” he said 
with a nod. “Do your best to keep that from happening.” 

 “You know I will,” Peter said. “Now will somebody give 
me a ride to the police station?” 

 “Maybe I can do you one better,” Illyana said with an 
arch smile. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY ONE 

 Peter walked into the police station looking a bit lost 
and bewildered. 

 “I need to speak to Detective Brilhart immediately,” he 
said to the woman sitting behind the main desk. “My name is 
Peter Parker. I accidentally escaped a couple hours ago.” 

 

 Less than five minutes later, Peter was in a strait jacket 
handcuffed by his ankles to an interrogation chair that was 
bolted to the floor in an examination room. Brilhart, Vine, 
and a handful of SWAT officers stood arrayed against him. 

 “Please,” Peter said. “Give me a chance to explain.” 

 “By all means,” Vine said sarcastically, slouching against 
the wall, “I can‟t wait to hear this one.” 

 “We‟re just glad to have you back in custody,” Brilhart 
said seriously. “What‟s your explanation?” 

 “If you check the cell,” Peter said, “you‟ll notice that the 
bars and walls were ripped out from the outside of the cell, 
not broken from the inside. Furthermore, it should mean 
something to you that I came back. If I was guilty, you‟d 
better be sure I‟d run and not let you catch me. Honestly, 
guys,” he said with very earnest eyes, “if I could bust out of a 
solitary cell on the third floor and levitate to the ground, do 
you think I‟d let you guys tie me up?” 

 “So what happened?” Brilhart asked quietly. 

 Peter sighed. “I heard this sound, a weird whippy sound, 
then the window was ripped out, then the wall. I leaned over 
to look, and something black hit me. I don‟t know what 
happened next.” 

 “I can‟t believe this,” Vine exploded. “You couldn‟t 
even bother comin up with a better cover than that?” 
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 “Truth isn‟t always as convenient as an alibi,” Peter 
snapped. He looked into Brilhart‟s eyes. “Can we talk?” he 
asked, his voice low. “Just us.” 

 Brilhart chewed his lip, considering his options. He 
glanced at Vine. 

 “Don‟t do this, Detective,” Vine said harshly. “Don‟t let 
this punk jerk you around.” 

 “The prisoner is secure,” Brilhart said clearly. “Five 
minutes. Just wait outside.” 

 “Dammit Brilhart, I‟m going to report this,” Vine gritted 
out. 

 Brilhart smiled at him. “You do that, Detective,” he said. 
“I seem to recall the Commissioner enjoys your little reports 
a great deal.” 

 “Maybe Internal Affairs will too,” Vine grumbled. 

 “Out,” Brilhart said, an edge to his voice. The others 
left, and Brilhart was alone with Peter. 

 “Thank you,” Peter said. “I was hoping you‟d come 
through for your Special Crimes Unit.” 

 “Parker, I can‟t fix this for you,” Brilhart said quietly. 

 “I want to be honest with you, Detective,” Peter said, 
watching his eyes. “It‟s about time. We‟ve been through a lot 
together.” 

 “I don‟t want to hear this,” Brilhart said uneasily. 

 “Good,” Peter said. “That‟s why I‟m telling you. See, I 
am the spider ghost. You must have suspected. Right now 
I‟m wounded from fighting the one who was imitating me. 
He‟s not dead, but I… I fixed what was wrong with him. He 
won‟t be a problem again. You have my word. I am 
innocent,” he said, believing every word and letting the force 
of his conviction communicate itself to Brilhart. “I just 
couldn‟t be sure I wasn‟t under some kind of hypnosis or 
something until he broke me out and I fought him.” 
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 “I believe that you‟re innocent, but this is going to have 
to come out in court,” Brilhart said. 

 “You find a suspect and have a trial, I‟ll testify,” Peter 
said. “But please. I don‟t want to be that suspect.” 

 Brilhart thought that over, then shook his head. 
“There‟s murder in it this time,” he said. 

 “I‟m not asking you to turn a blind eye to the case,” 
Peter said earnestly. “In fact, I‟ll help you recover the stolen 
goods. I‟ve got some solid leads on that. All I‟m saying is, 
you‟ll have to investigate it without my help. And Brilhart. 
Please. Let me go. Let me post bail. I‟m not an escape risk. I 
came here tonight to prove it. Believe me when I tell you I 
could be in Brazil by now.” 

 Brilhart leaned back against the wall, his mind working 
as he looked at Peter Parker. The door to the room burst 
open and Vine strode in, chin out, defiant. 

 “That was a fast five minutes,” Brilhart said. 

 “Wasn‟t it?” Brilhart snapped. “You know as well as I 
do that this guy is the freak that pulled the robberies. We 
caught him with the goods in his apartment for God‟s sake. He 
is our guy. What did the lab turn up?” 

 Peter‟s blood ran cold and his breath froze in his chest. 

 Brilhart picked Peter‟s folder up from the table. “See for 
yourself,” he said mildly, handing the folder to Vine. 

 Vine stared at the pages, slowly flipping through. “This 
can‟t be right,” he said. “No way this is right. Take another 
sample.” 

 “Vine,” Brilhart said quietly, “give it up. You‟ve pegged 
the wrong guy.” He looked at Peter. “I think we‟ve learned 
enough here. We‟re letting him go.” He smiled wryly at Peter. 
“Just don‟t leave town, okay?” 

 “I can‟t believe this,” Vine grunted furiously. “I can‟t 
believe it.” 
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 The paperwork got rolling. Peter started breathing again. 

* 

 The Atlantic glittered far below as the jet droned 
through the air, moving at incredible speeds across incredible 
distances. It seemed to hang in the air. 

 Inside, Doug popped a caffeine pill and rubbed at his 
eyes, then returned his attention to piloting.  

 In the passenger compartment, Valeria sat listlessly. 
Dani looked out the window uncomfortably, at a loss for 
anything to say. 

 “You look a lot better,” she offered. 

 Valeria touched her face. Indeed, most of the wrinkling 
had reversed. By the time the plane landed she would be fully 
back to normal. She was still haunted by a touch of age, 
however. 

 “I can feel my body still recovering from the 
kryptonite,” Valeria said. “I don‟t know how you saved me, 
but I‟m glad you did.” 

 “It was Doug‟s idea,” Dani said. “He didn‟t have a plan 
or anything, he just figured we‟d go to Latveria and ask nicely 
or something. I thought that was the stupidest thing I had 
ever heard. But it worked,” Dani said with a shrug. “God 
looks out for fools, I hear.” 

 “Good thing for me,” Valeria replied. 

 “I showed Doom his greatest hope and his greatest fear 
at the same time,” Dani said, encouraged. “Doug thought 
that might give us some kind of advantage. Uh, yeah it did. 
He just turned you over. I couldn‟t believe he was the same 
guy that came to rescue me last winter!” 

 “Tough to swallow, isn‟t it,” Valeria murmured. 

 “Hey,” Dani said, “I have an idea. I‟ve been practicing 
with my power. I thought it was kind of goofy before, but 
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after this… maybe there‟s something to it. Do you want me 
to show you your greatest wish?” she asked. 

 Valeria bit her lip, and tears built in her eyes. “I don‟t 
think I could bear it,” she whispered. 

 Dani blinked, and settled back in her seat. “Sorry,” she 
said in a small voice. “I didn‟t realize.” 

 “No, I don‟t mean to… I‟m better off not knowing, 
Dani,” Valeria said. “I‟ve had enough of nightmares. And a 
dream that can never come true seems somehow worse.” She 
heaved a deep sigh. “At the end of the day,” she added, her 
thoughts far away, “we all have to live in this world.” 

 “Except Illyana,” Doug called from the cockpit. 

 “Yes,” Valeria said with a shake of her head and a small 
smile. “Except Illyana.” 

* 

 Harry stood by the floor length windows, looking out 
over the slow pulse of New York in the wee hours of the 
morning. Behind him, there was a snap hiss and a wash of 
light. He didn‟t turn. 

 “Hey, Harry,” Peter said. 

 “I was waiting up for you,” Harry said. “So are you still 
Peter Parker?” 

 “Believe it or not, I got it all sorted out,” Peter said as he 
joined Harry at the window. “This is a hell of a view.” 

 “You can still say that when you‟ve seen it from the 
roof?” Harry said wryly. 

 Peter nodded. “Still can,” he said. He glanced at Harry. 
“I still haven‟t lost my sense of wonder,” he added with a bit 
of a grin. 

 “Maybe I‟ve gained some of mine back,” Harry said. He 
took a pull on his cigarette. Shook his head. “I never guessed 
at how hard it might be to be you,” he said quietly. “Just 
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never grasped it. I think I understand you a lot better now. 
What it takes to be you. I don‟t envy you your power,” he 
said, looking at Peter. “I envy you the way you use it.” He 
licked his lips, looking back out the window. “I‟m ashamed 
of myself.” 

 “I‟m sorry you got pulled into this,” Peter said, putting a 
hand on his good shoulder. “I really am. That‟s one of the 
things that has haunted me since I got this power. People 
around me become targets. This time was a lot worse than 
the car crash, huh.” 

 “I‟m just trying to figure out how to find my way back,” 
Harry mused as he watched the ceaseless rush of the city far 
below his penthouse suite. “How do I repay you for saving 
me from… from what I could have been?” 

 “I have an idea for a start,” Peter said. He glanced 
around, then eased himself down on an overstuffed chair. “I 
just came from the police station. I had a frank discussion 
with Detective Brilhart. Told him I could recover some of 
the stolen goods.” 

 “I know where all of it is but the jewelry I gave you,” 
Harry said. 

 “So just return it. Subtly. Anonymously. Be sure to get 
fingerprints off and all that,” Peter said. 

 “Done,” Harry nodded. 

 “Then there‟s the matter of the broken wall.” 

 “An anonymous donation?” Harry asked. 

 “Should do it,” Peter shrugged. “Here‟s the sticky part. 
Brilhart told me that he couldn‟t just make this disappear, 
which I understand. One of the main reasons? This time 
there was a murder.” 

 Harry thought back, then shivered. “One of the guards 
at the Brinks truck,” he breathed. 

 “Right,” Peter nodded.  
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 “I‟ll see to it that the family is comfortable,” Harry said, 
flexing his jaw as he looked out over the city. “That‟s the 
right thing to do.” He turned to Peter. “Does that satisfy 
your sense of justice? Does that make things right between 
us?” 

 “Almost,” Peter said. “What happened between you and 
Mary Jane?” 

 Harry let out a sigh, and sat in a chair opposite Peter. He 
put his face in his hands, rubbing gently at his eyes. For a 
long moment, he didn‟t say anything. 

 “I won‟t say the darkstone made me do it,” he said 
quietly. “The urge was mine. But it was amplified by the… 
the voice in my head. It was so hard to control. It was like 
being a teenager again, only a lot worse and backed up by an 
adult life.” He sighed. “I tried to make Mary Jane come home 
with me. To prove I was better than you in every way. It was 
this raging obsession. Now that the stone is gone, I can 
vaguely remember the intensity, but…” He shrugged. “I was 
about to do something horrible. Tandy rescued her, and I 
was mad enough to go after you directly.” 

 “Did you hurt her?” Peter asked evenly. 

 “Not physically,” Harry said. “I don‟t know if our 
friendship will survive it.” 

 “Mary Jane is a tough woman,” Peter said. “Time will 
tell. Thanks for being honest. I needed that from you.” He 
stood. “If I could have somehow kept you from being 
infested with that thing, you know I would have.” 

 Harry nodded. “I know. And as horrible as it was, I‟m 
glad it happened. Now at least I know the truth. And I know 
what I‟m missing,” he added with a wry smile. “I can‟t 
believe you thought you could just tell me you were socially 
inept and clumsy and that would be the end of my curiosity.” 

 “At least I‟m not a hit man, like you thought,” Peter 
grinned. 
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 “Seriously,” Harry said, “is there anything I can do to 
repay you for the trouble I caused?” 

 “Be your own man, Harry,” Peter said as he looked into 
his friend‟s eyes. “That will be more than enough.” The 
moment hung between them like a silent pact. Then Peter 
grinned. “Hey, I‟m starving. Want to go to Golden‟s? My 
treat. And they‟re still open.” 

 Harry just laughed at him. “How about I pick up the tab 
for this one,” he said. “I‟ve been saving up.” 

 “Well, okay,” Peter said as they headed for the elevator. 
“As long as you don‟t have to break the piggy bank.” 

 They left the apartment as friends. 

* 

 Vine scowled at the monitors, jaw clamped shut. Brilhart 
tapped at the keyboard, writing up a report. 

 “Go ahead, say it,” Brilhart said, his voice weary. 

 “I compared the blood samples from the mall with the 
blood samples from the Roth Hall incident. It‟s the same 
guy, Brilhart.” He had the sullen sound of an unjustly 
scolded child. 

 “Yeah,” Brilhart said with a sigh. “Same guy.” 

 “Somebody monkeyed with the blood sample. Peter 
Parker doesn‟t have some wacky pal. It‟s him. I‟m sure,” 
Brilhart said. “I want another blood test.” 

 Brilhart leaned back in his chair and rubbed the bridge 
of his nose. Then he stood and walked around to look over 
Vine‟s shoulder at the grainy security camera images. Two 
lithe figures fighting for their lives, tearing up the store. 

 “Looks like a couple of monsters fighting,” Brilhart 
noted. “You like Godzilla, Vine?” 

 “No,” Vine said shortly.  
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 “Me either,” Brilhart said with a shake of his head. He 
watched the tapes for a brief moment. “Can you get an i.d. 
on Parker from those shots?” 

 “Too damn far away, too dark, too fast, always 
something,” Vine grumbled. “I‟ll get them cleaned up, 
though. I‟ll get a shot. There‟s gotta be a handful on this 
tape, and I‟ll find „em.” 

 “You remember Roth Hall,” Brilhart said. “We lost a lot 
of cops there.” 

 Vine said nothing, his face set and his eyes glaring at the 
screen. 

 “This black thing that he‟s fighting,” Brilhart added. 
“How do you think we would have captured it? It‟s a hell of 
a lot faster than the crocodile thing was. Now it‟s gone, and it 
only killed one man. Just one man.” 

 “What are you getting at?” Vine snapped. “Parker is 
your Special Crimes Unit? Your pet vigilante? Brilhart, do 
you have any idea how—illegal—stupid—I mean, damn!” 

 Brilhart leaned over and freeze-framed the tape as a 
blaze of light screwed up the camera, catching a brief 
silhouette of the bare-chested fighter as something dark 
lunged. 

 “You would send your S.W.A.T. team in to corner 
that?” he said gently, pointing at the living shadow. 

 Vine was sullen and silent. 

 “Aren‟t you glad,” Brilhart said deliberately, “it‟s not 
your call?” Vine looked him in the eye. Saw the responsibility 
for sending men to their deaths. 

 He looked back at the screen, something different in his 
eyes. “You‟re right,” he said slowly. He switched the monitor 
off. “It‟s not my call.” 

Brilhart nodded, then went to finish his report. 

* 
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  The crisped, smoking cripple dug his fingers into the 
little girl‟s arm as he dragged her towards the shadow of the 
ancient wood. She whined in terror, but he didn‟t seem to 
notice. As they reached the dimness beneath the spreading 
arms of an ancient oak, the badly burned sorcerer flung the 
girl down on the roots. 

 With no further ceremony, he pulled a knife from his 
sleeve and plunged it into the girl, killing her. He rolled her 
over so her blood poured across the ancient roots of the tree, 
and he spoke words the tree‟s spirit would remember. With a 
creak, the roots shifted to form a narrow portal. That was all 
the sorcerer needed. 

 Mordred left Prime. 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY TWO 

 The dimension rippled slightly, and a thin portal opened. 
Mordred slid out and thudded down on the shale gracelessly. 
He shifted, groaning, his wounds still wisping smoke. 

 “Mordred,” Belasco rumbled as he strode over. “You‟re 
looking poorly.” 

 “Thank you for that warm welcome,” Mordred snapped. 
He looked around. Shale slabs, lava flows, a flaming sky. He 
shook his head. “Very creative. Never seen this before,” he 
said acidly. 

 “I like this look,” Belasco said, shifting uncomfortably. 
“What happened to you?” 

 “Victor von Doom happened,” Mordred said, “and 
make no mistake, he‟ll be rewarded for his efforts. When I‟m 
through with him, that backstabbing mortal will wish he had 
atomized himself. But I can‟t be distracted from Strange. 
Let‟s see. Just to make sure he‟s gone.” 

 The physical damage that had been inflicted to Mordred 
was already falling away now that he had escaped the rules of 
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Prime. However, the warpfire burns still swelled and oozed. 
They would not be shrugged off so easily. 

 Mordred opened a scrye. He glanced into it, then he 
paled as his eyes widened with alarm. “Strange is back on 
Prime!” he said breathlessly. “And his apprentice whelp! 
How can that be?” He flickered to another view. “Osborn 
and Parker are eating together—“ the view flickered again, 
closer. “Strange has my darkstone!” he raged. The view 
flickered once more. “No! Valeria is in New York!” He 
screamed in rage, and flung mystic bolts out randomly as 
Belasco ducked. 

 Mordred stood, his thin chest heaving, anger sparking in 
his fey eyes. “This is intolerable,” he said. “Everything was 
going along smoothly, and now each and every one of my 
plots has unraveled but two. And that‟s ridiculous. So. So what 
am I going to do.” 

 “Which two are still in progress?” Belasco asked. 

 “You are still training my apprentice, yes?” Mordred 
snapped. 

 “Yes, my master,” Belasco said. 

 “And I‟m still closing in on romantic involvement with 
Montessi,” Mordred said. He shook his head. “I‟m going to 
have to do some divinations,” he murmured. “Narrow down 
what I can use. And I will pick one of Strange‟s lackeys. One 
I can surely bring down.” 

 “Illyana!” Belasco said, his eyes flaring. 

“Perhaps,” Mordred said. “I‟ll choose my target 
over the next few days. Strange‟s lackeys will fall, one by one, 
even if I must do the honors myself…”ART THREE 

 

Saturday, October 11 

 Peter opened the door, knocking. “Anybody home?” 
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 “In here, Peter,” a voice called from the kitchen. He 
closed the door behind himself and strolled in. 

 “How is my favorite lady this morning?” Peter asked 
with a grin as he opened his arms.  

 The frail old woman in the kitchen gave him a hug, and 
squeezed him for a moment. Then she stepped back. 

 “Why Peter,” she said, “you look positively radiant. 
What‟s going on?” 

 “I‟m engaged to Mary Jane!” Peter said with a grin. “I‟m 
going to be married, Aunt May!” 

 “Oh, Peter,” she glowed, “that‟s wonderful news! When 
did you propose?” 

 “Last night,” Peter said, letting the truth bend a little for 
the sake of the moment.  

 “Well, I knew it would happen,” Aunt May said primly. 
“I‟ve got something for you that I‟ve been saving for this 
day.” 

 

 “It‟s my grandmother‟s engagement band,” Peter 
explained as Mary Jane looked into the old ring box. “I 
mean, I wasn‟t really ready to hand you a ring when you 
proposed to me.” 

 “You were sort of in your underwear,” Mary Jane said 
slyly. Then she looked at the ring. It was gold, not at all 
fancy, a simple modest diamond. “I think it‟s perfect, Peter,” 
she said, and she gave him a hug. “This is going to make 
things a lot less awkward. I figured we‟d go ring shopping 
today, but that‟s pretty well fixed that.” 

 “I‟m glad you like it,” Peter said with a tinge of relief. 

 “If I was in it for the engagement rock, I‟d have stayed 
with Harry,” Mary Jane said archly. “I think it‟s sweet that 
you gave me your grandma‟s ring. Now. I think we should 
get married on November first.” 
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 “Uh, that‟s three weeks away,” Peter said, startled. 

 “Exactly,” Mary Jane said with a nod. “I want to keep 
this simple, low fuss, quick, and cheap. After all, I‟m in it for 
you, big guy. And the way you live, I want to get married 
sooner rather than later in case somebody cripples or kills 
one of us.” She smiled at him sweetly. 

 “When you‟re right, you‟re right,” Peter shrugged. 

 

 “And believe me, Parker, she‟s right,” Mordred giggled 
as he watched them closely in his scrye. “A wedding! Such a 
happy occasion! Everyone will be there!” He steepled his 
fingers, leaning back. “Now. How can I use this?” 

 He swiftly stood and strode over to his stone circle. He 
picked up the knuckle bones. “Parker,” he breathed. He 
tossed the knucklebones. They scattered, and he examined 
them closely. “Hm,” he said, tracing along one of the family 
lines. “Interesting.” He chose one of the bones, then threw 
the batch again.  

 “Grandfather, eh?” he mused, a smile growing on his 
face as he examined the new circle of divination. 
“Fascinating…” The scrye remained open in the background, 
he half listened to their insipid chatter. 

 

 “So we‟ve got Tandy and Tyrone as bridesmaid and 
groomsman,” Mary Jane said, laying on her stomach on the 
bed and kicking her bare feet lazily as she tapped her pen 
against her teeth. She glanced down at her spiral notebook. 
“I want Gwen for my matron of honor. God, that woman is 
such a matron.” 

 Peter blinked. “I thought it was maid of honor, and 
married women were matrons of honor.” 

 “Whatever. So who do you want to be your best man?” 
she asked. 
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 Peter walked over to the window and looked out for a 
long moment. “I don‟t know,” he said quietly. “I‟ve put a lot 
of thought into it. I know Doug isn‟t going to want a public 
role in all this, Strange is too weird and old and stuff. Logan 
left without a forwarding address and I wouldn‟t trust him or 
Kravinoff to behave at a public event anyway. When I think 
through my friends…” he shook his head. Then he turned 
and leaned against the windowframe, frankly meeting Mary 
Jane‟s eyes. 

 “I think I know where this is going,” she said coolly. 

 “I talked to Harry,” Peter said. “I know first hand what 
the darkstone can do, how it can whisper to you, what it can 
drive you to do. And he‟s free of it. He‟s made his mistakes. 
But, dammit, I want to believe in him. I need to believe in 
him.” 

 “So you want Harry Osborn as your best man,” Mary 
Jane said. 

 “Yes,” Peter said. “How do you feel about that?” 

 She rolled over on her back and looked up at the ceiling. 
“How do I feel about that,” she wondered. “Well, I did date 
him. I know him as well as anybody. And he‟s done a lot of 
growing up. We‟ve had a lot of good times. But he still 
creeps me out after… what happened in the restaurant. I 
don‟t know what to think.” 

 “You two would never be alone together,” Peter said. 
“Maybe this is a good way to rebuild trust.” 

 She rolled over and met his eyes. “Aren‟t you a bit 
uncomfortable about having him as best man? Since we were 
a couple not too long ago?” 

 Peter shook his head. “I was there during that 
relationship. I know what you two had. I know what we 
have. It just isn‟t the same thing,” Peter said quietly.  

 “That‟s awfully grown up of you,” Mary Jane said 
reflectively. 
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 “You and me. It‟s right. I think you‟re over Harry.” 

 “I am,” Mary Jane said. “Okay. He can be in the 
wedding party. Now I‟ve made a concession so it‟s your turn 
to make the rest of them,” she said with a wicked grin. “You 
get to pick out the church and arrange the honeymoon.” 

 “Get a church for All Saints Day,” Peter said. “Check.” 

 “You realize it‟s the day after Halloween, so all masks 
get put away for this,” Mary Jane said. 

 “I know that,” Peter said. He paused. “You don‟t expect 
me to retire the mesh for good, do you?” 

 “No,” she said firmly. “I fell in love with you because 
you‟re this dangerous hero guy, among other things. I know 
you‟d just shrivel up and die if you didn‟t get to go mach nine 
with your hair on fire every now and then.” 

 “Cool,” Peter grinned. 

 “Just keep it to a dull roar around the wedding, please,” 
Mary Jane admonished sternly. “Can we please minimize the 
weirdness for that one day?” 

 “I‟ll marry you or die trying,” Peter said seriously. Then 
he grinned. “Speaking of weirdness, time to take a crack at 
the guest list. We have to get invites out there.” 

 “Three weeks to do everything,” Mary Jane mused, 
shaking her head. “I‟m insane.” 

 “Well, yeah, but we‟ll do it. Because this wedding is 
going to be my finest moment, when I pull it off.” 

 “Your finest?” Mary Jane said innocently. “Better than 
breaking a major crime boss?” 

 “Oh yeah.” 

 “Better than corralling mystic freak jobs?” 

 “Definitely.” 
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 She grinned at him. “Better than hanging upside down 
in the subway taking pictures of trains?” 

 Silence. 

 She arched an eyebrow. 

 “Gimmie a minute to think it over!” he protested. Then 
he relented. “Yeah. Way better than that even.” 

 “Good,” Mary Jane said brightly. “Then you won‟t mind 
coming with me to pick out dresses tomorrow.” Peter 
groaned, and dropped to the floor and crawled under the 
bed. Mary Jane hung her head down over the side, her hair 
brushing the floor as she peered into the shadows where he 
hid. 

 “It‟s not so bad,” she said relentlessly. “We can pick out 
tuxes too. And how do you feel about roses?” 

 “Poor,” he whined from the shadows under the bed. 
“Roses make me feel poor.” 

 Mary Jane laughed her best evil genius laugh. 

* 

 Illyana was draped across the couch in Strange‟s parlor. 
The lights were low, her hooves dangled off the end of the 
couch, her tail was slung over the back, and she munched 
away with a spoon and a jar of crunchy peanut butter. 

 Strange walked in and stood behind the couch, looking 
at the television. “How are you feeling?” he asked. 

 “Better,” she said. “I got some comfort food and a 
movie with Leonardo diCaprio sans shirt. Right about now 
Prime is the place to be.” 

 Strange chuckled. “I‟m going upstairs to do some work 
for the Planetary. Let me know if you need anything.” 

 “Check,” she said. “Any luck finding Mordred?” 

 “He‟s not on Prime,” Strange shrugged. “I can begin 
sweeping dimensions looking for him, but he relocates fairly 
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frequently, and he‟s skilled at hiding.” Strange sighed. “I 
might be better off waiting for him to make another move.” 

 “We‟ll kick his pointy butt,” Illyana said confidently. 

 “I certainly hope you‟re right,” Strange said with a fond 
smile. “See you tomorrow.” 

 Strange ghosted out, and Illyana sighed and snuggled 
down into the couch, daintily kicking a hoof. “Life has been 
good to me,” she reflected. 

 The phone rang, and she picked it up. “Strange 
residence, Illyana attending,” she said politely. 

 “Illyana, this is Peter. I was hoping you‟d pick up,” he 
said. 

 “You were?” she said cautiously. 

 “Yes,” Peter said. “You know how you agreed to help 
with the wedding. We need a coordinator. Will you do that 
for us?” 

 “You bet,” Illyana said. “I like Mary Jane. She seems 
cool, if a little misguided. You I‟m still not sure about. You 
seem like kind of a dweeb.” 

 “So it‟s gonna be like that. Fine. At you‟re honest,” Peter 
muttered. “I‟m so glad you‟ll help. We get started 
tomorrow.” 

 “What‟s up?” she said. 

 “I want you to meet my Aunt May and check out the 
church we‟re going to try to get. So we can do all that at once 
if you come to church with Aunt May and me.” 

 “Ouch,” she said. 

 “What,” Peter said. “You don‟t think the reverend 
would relish the opportunity to preach to a demon 
sorceress?” 

 “Definitely a dweeb,” Illyana sighed. “But I said I‟d help 
and I will.” 
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 “If you could pick me up at seven thirty we can go 
surprise my Aunt May and take it from there,” Peter said 
with an audible grin. 

 “How should I dress?” Illyana asked innocently. “Tail, 
horns, hooves, armor, sword, pointy teeth, the usual?” 

 “You might not fit in,” Peter said delicately. “Nothing 
racy. Pretend you are three times your age and fashion 
impaired and you‟ll fit right in.” 

 “Ooh,” Illyana said with a delighted wince. “Score one 
for the choir boy. This might be fun after all.” 

 

Sunday, October 12 

 Aunt May answered the doorbell, puzzled as to who 
could be at her door. She opened it and her face lit up as she 
saw Peter in a suit. 

 “Hello, Peter,” she said. “And who is this?” 

 “This is Illyana Rasputin. She‟s going to be the wedding 
planner for me and MJ. I thought it would be a good idea for 
her to meet you.” 

 “Come in, come in,” Aunt May said as she stood back 
and let the two young adults into the living room. “Pleased to 
meet you, Ms. Rasputin. I‟ve just got another thing or two to 
finish up and I‟ll be ready to go.” 

 “Take your time,” Peter said, pretending to glance at his 
watch. “We‟re early.” Aunt May scurried off into the kitchen. 

 “You definitely look like a dweeb today,” Illyana said, 
glancing over Peter‟s distinctly boring and ill fitting gray suit. 
“You even have a tie tack. I didn‟t know people actually wore 
tie tacks.” 
 “Too much time hanging out with hippie wizards,” 
Peter grinned at her. “Hey. If this suit was serviceable in the 
late eighties it should still serve.” 

 “I hate men‟s fashion,” Illyana sniffed. “It‟s not fair.” 
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 “You look good today,” Peter said. Illyana‟s square cut 
bangs had been curled, her hair up in a bun. She wore a 
simple knee length dress with a modest floral print, hose, and 
low heel pumps. Her sleeves extended down to her wrists. 

 “Thrift store shopping,” Illyana said with a shrug. “I 
took you at your word.” 

 Peter quickly hid his laugh as his aunt scurried back into 
the living room. “All ready to go,” she said brightly. “Your 
dress is lovely,” she added with a warm smile at Illyana, who 
had the grace to nod her thanks with a smile. 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY THREE 

 “You‟ve had enough training,” Mordred said to the wino 
he had rescued from the alleyway. “You look a bit more 
presentable than you once did.” 

 The man that stood before him wore a long coat over 
his heavyset body. His hair was peculiar and wild, sweeping 
up and away from his square, pudgy face. He wore a pair of 
goggles over his eyes. When he smiled, his sharp teeth were 
revealed. 

 “Thank you, Mathter,” the apprentice replied. 

 “Are you ready for your mission?” Mordred asked in the 
condescending tone a parent would use with a small child. 

 His apprentice nodded. 

 “What is your name?” Mordred asked as it occurred to 
him he did not know. 

 “I am the Owl,” his apprentice replied. 

 A slow smile uncurled on Mordred‟s face. “Very well, 
The Owl,” he said, “my divination indicated that you know 
both Strange and Parker.” 

 “Parker,” the Owl hissed with distaste. “Thtrange.” 
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 “You will not be observed, or your handiwork observed, 
by either of them,” Mordred said. “Instead, you will follow 
my instructions to unleash someone else that will. You must 
not be suspected, much less caught. You are a part of my 
overall scheme on Prime. Do you understand me?” 

 The Owl nodded vigorously. 

 “Good,” Mordred said. “Let‟s get Belasco and prepare 
to return to Prime.” 

* 

 The organ was playing the postlude when Peter and 
Illyana and Aunt May were in the receiving line after the 
service. 

 “I may never forgive you,” Illyana said under her breath 
at a volume she knew he could hear. 

 Peter just grinned. It was his turn to talk to the preacher. 

 “Reverend Eckridge,” he said warmly. “Great sermon. 
Hey, do you have a minute so we could talk when you‟re 
done here?” 

 “Certainly,” replied the reverend. He was short, with a 
combover hairdo and a heavyset build. His face beamed with 
general benign goodwill. Peter nodded, shook his hand, and 
stepped on down the line. 

 “Charmed,” Illyana said shortly, allowing the reverend to 
shake her hand and giving him a brief smile that stopped just 
short of frosty. 

 

 She cornered Peter at the other end of the foyer. 
“Parker,” she said, “I‟ve been through a number of 
dimensions and I‟ve seen zealotry and this is a very pale and 
watery shade of it.”  

 “Down girl,” Peter said with a grin. “I keep forgetting 
you were raised by wolves.” 
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 She glared at him playfully for a moment. “I get it,” she 
said. “This is all because I called you a dweeb, isn‟t it.” 

 “Pretty much,” Peter nodded, trying to keep his grin 
under control. “If the shoe fits, right?” 

* 

 Belasco stood with Mordred and the Owl. A hot wind 
whipped the stink of brimstone over the trio. 

 “Fabulous, just fabulous,” Mordred said, glancing 
around. He sighed. “Well. Now we will return to Prime,” he 
said. 

 “Isn‟t Strange back?” Belasco asked. “How do you plan 
on penetrating the barrier? There are no mystic groves out 
here.” 

 Mordred held up a scroll. “I‟ve got a rather special 
incantation on this scroll,” he said. “It will allow me to 
breach Prime for all of us.” 

 “May I see it?” Belasco asked, a bit haggard. 

 “Certainly,” Mordred said coolly, handing the scroll to 
the maimed sorcerer. “Before you read it and send us back, 
do step into the chalk circle there.” 

 Belasco nodded. “Very well. I hate Prime anyway,” he 
said as he moved to stand in the chalk circle. He clumsily 
shook the scroll open with his one arm, and then studied it 
over. He did not see Mordred slip a curved, wicked knife 
from his sleeve. He did, however, feel the blaze of agony as 
the enchanted knife plunged between his ribs into his heart. 

 He gasped and staggered, then fell to one knee as blood 
spurted up into his mouth. 

 Mordred immediately began the incantation as the life 
blood of the demon sorcerer welled out of his chest and 
mouth, spilling down on the hot stone and sizzling. 

 Belasco‟s life force was drawn into the chalk circle, 
turning it the color and consistency of bloody ash. The circle 
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flared and hissed, then with a rending clap the dimensions 
were riven and the sunlight of Prime gushed into Belasco‟s 
dying realm. 

 With a careless shove, Mordred pushed the Owl back to 
Prime. He took just a moment to address the dying demon 
sorcerer. 

 “Thanks,” he said. “You were getting restless. I couldn‟t 
have you doing anything unpredictable. So I just cut to the 
chase. So much for your clever deal with Illyana and 
Strange‟s apprentice. You were a worthless lacky anyway,” he 
added. With a gesture, he changed the destination of the 
portal on Prime. Then he stepped through as Belasco‟s last 
breath faded to nothingness. 

The portal snapped shut. 

* 

 “Thanks for seeing us this afternoon,” Peter said. “I‟m 
Peter Parker, May Parker‟s nephew, and this is Illyana 
Rasputin.” 

 “Pleased to meet you, Illana,” the preacher said, shaking 
her hand. “Peter,” he said reproachfully. “I remember when 
you were yea high.” 

 Peter politely laughed, and he and Illyana sat down 
across the desk from the reverend as he settled into his 
leather chair. 

 “So what brings you two to my office?” he asked. 

 “I‟m engaged to be married,” Peter said. “Illyana is my 
wedding planner. If I could reserve the church and if you 
would be willing to conduct the ceremony, I‟d appreciate it. 
Illyana wanted to meet you and look the building over.” 

 “Sounds fine, what day?” 

 “November first, it‟s a Saturday,” Peter said. 

 “Three weeks from now,” the reverend said, raising his 
eyebrows. Peter smiled apologetically. The reverend 
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consulted the black-bound planner on his desk thoughtfully 
for a minute. “Well, you‟re in luck. The building is open. So 
is my schedule. So let‟s get you set up.” He picked up his 
pencil and scratched information onto the schedule book. 

 “Excuse me sir,” Illyana said politely. “May I look 
around the church?” 

 “Go ahead, you just go ahead, Lydia,” the reverend 
smiled.  

 She took her leave, and Peter got down to business with 
the reverend. Illyana breathed in and out and counted to ten 
as she left the office, followed a short corridor, skirted the 
children‟s event happening in the fellowship hall, and headed 
for the sanctuary. 

 She walked in, and the afternoon sunlight lay in beams 
across the pews, picking out the dancing motes of dust in the 
air. The room reverberated with silence. Her tread was 
noiseless on the carpet as she walked up the central aisle, 
looking at the dais and the podium, at the paintings hung on 
the back wall, at the arranged plants. She closed her eyes and 
leaned her head back, and simply felt the space. 

 The building wasn‟t all that old, but Illyana felt a trace of 
a faith tradition; this room was only used for worship. She let 
the silence and sunlight bear her up, and she felt very old and 
very young at the same time. She felt connected to the room 
as she felt the room connect to a thousand others like it, 
stretching across time and distance. 

 “Sacred space,” she whispered with a smile. Then she 
shook her head and strolled out the back. 

* 

 The setting sun bathed New York City in a crimson 
shroud of light as the hunched figure scurried down the alley 
behind the vast stone building. The Owl glanced back over 
his shoulder, a sneer affixed to his face, and he hunched by 
the iron bars over a basement window. 
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 Hissing a few foul words of Cthonian, he gestured. The 
bars shriveled, then hissed and steamed a bit. He kicked at 
them, and the brittle bars snapped to fragments. The Owl 
scrabbled into the basement. 

 For what could have been hours, the strange hunched 
man wandered the sub basements, the annex cellars, the 
reserve collections, hunting for an elusive spot in a wall. 

 Finally, the Owl placed his trembling hand flat on the 
wall and whispered a few words, a name. A faint tremor 
shifted in the wall. 

 

 Lenny Schmidt quietly grooved to the jazz in his 
headphones as he steered the floor buffer around the huge 
lobby of the dim museum. He was always careful to get the 
corners and around the bases of the statues. He was lost in a 
particularly delirious saxophone solo when a shadow 
detached from the others and pounced on him. He didn‟t 
stand a chance. 

 

 The janitor was bound and gagged in the center of a 
chalk circle on the floor. The Owl had cleared everything 
away from a stretch of wall. He set up candles around the 
circle as the janitor struggled and wordlessly shouted through 
his gag. Then, with deliberate carefulness, the Owl settled 
opposite the bare spot of wall. 

 He began to chant in a language that was not well suited 
for the human voice. He paused, then shouted a name, then 
chanted again. He began to pick up speed.  

 With a loud snap, a crack pushed across two feet of wall. 
The Owl, lost in his rhapsody of incantation, seemed to be 
oblivious except for the acceleration of his chant. 

 In a shower of gravel, concrete, and dust, the wall 
exploded outward in a sudden burst as whatever was within 
it answered the Owl‟s call. 
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 The Owl threw his head back and cackled in diabolical 
glee as heavy frayed cables shot out of the wall and plunged 
into the janitor. The cables flexed, and blood flowed up 
through and over them, pulled towards a desperately 
hungering darkness in the wall… 

 

Saturday, October 18 

 The autumn day was crisp and clear, but warm enough 
for the garage to be thrown open to the elements. Tyrone sat 
at the card table, shuffling a deck of cards as Mary Jane and 
Peter strolled up to the garage. 

 “G-glad you t-two c-cc-could m-make it,” Tyrone said 
amiably. 

 “It‟s not like we‟re late,” Peter said. He sat at the table, 
looking around. “Where‟s Tandy?” he asked as Mary Jane sat 
opposite him. 

 “Sh-sh-she-e w-went-to g-gg-g-gget s-some s-songs,” 
Tyrone said. 

 “Hey gang,” Tandy said as she opened the door from 
the kitchen and joined them at the card table. “I wanted to 
take a minute and talk about songs.” 

 “Sounds good,” Peter said with a shrug. “You sing it I‟ll 
beat it. Something like that.” 

 Tandy put a spiral notebook on the table. She touched 
the cover as she collected her thoughts. “This notebook is 
why I wanted a band,” she said. “In here I have lyrics I‟ve 
been writing for about three years. Maybe longer. Song 
ideas.” She looked at the spiral for a moment. “I‟ve got songs 
about parents and being invisible to them. Songs about not 
being perfect enough. Songs about friends that have double 
crossed me. There‟s anger in here about how the world isn‟t 
fair. About how sometimes nothing makes sense.” 
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 She picked up the notebook and tossed it over to the 
trash can, where it thudded against the inside and slid to the 
bottom. She leaned forward, elbows on the table, and looked 
into the eyes of the other band members. 

 “Here‟s the thing,” she said as they blinked at her in 
surprise. “I don‟t think that‟s what we should be about. It‟s 
been keeping me up nights. This band can be really cool, 
people.  We are going to be able to get and hold the attention 
of listeners, we‟re going to have fans. As I got to thinking 
about that, I realized there‟s only one thing we can do.” 

 “What‟s that?” Mary Jane asked, her eyes wide. 

 “Bring hope,” Tandy said. “Bring light to those who are 
in the dark. Bring peace to those that are conflicted. We have 
to offer a better way. It‟s our responsibility.” 

 It was very quiet around the table. 

 “I‟m down with that,” Peter said, impressed. 

 “Sign me up,” Mary Jane said. 

 “C-cool,” Tyrone stuttered. He grinned ruefully. “C-can 
we d-dd-do Sh-sh-hiny D-Death Metal?” 

 Tandy smiled at him. “Not really,” she said. “That does 
bring us to our next point. I‟m pretty flexible on the 
keyboards, within my limits. I think Parker can keep up with 
whatever we want to do. So what songs should we do for 
starters?” 

 “And we don‟t have a band name yet,” Mary Jane 
pointed out. 

 “How about Eyes Open?” Peter said. 

 “I like it,” Mary Jane said thoughtfully. Tyrone nodded 
his approval. 

 “I‟m flattered, guys,” Tandy said with a bit of a grin. 

 “This is your thing,” Peter said. “So what are we going 
to play?” 
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 It was slow and halting, but the rendition of 
“Spyhunter” that rolled out of the garage was still sassy. A 
sleek Jag pulled up and parked in the driveway. Harry and 
Gwen got out of the car and approached the den of noise 
that the band occupied. 

 All four band members were wearing sunglasses, and 
Tyrone had his low-slung groove on while Tandy let her 
fingers pause and ripple around the theme. Peter hunched 
over his drum set, his stuffed Animal slowly twisting as he 
massaged the rhythm out of the drum heads with twirling 
sticks. Mary Jane gamely hung in there, hitting a chord when 
she knew where it landed. 

 Tandy gestured, and the band let up. Harry and Gwen 
applauded. 

 “So we in the right place for the wedding party or 
what?” Harry said. 

 “You bet,” Mary Jane said, slinging her guitar off and 
squinting at the clock. “Holy cow, noon already. Okay, 
people. Great practice. We‟ll put this stuff up in a minute. 
For now, it‟s time for marching orders,” she said with a grin. 
She looked around. “Where‟s Illyana?” 

 “She said she‟d catch up,” Peter said. “She‟s getting the 
invites in the mail this morning.” 

 “Right,” Mary Jane nodded. “Okay, Gwen and Tandy 
and me are going to pick out fabric and patterns for the 
bridesmaid dresses. Peter, Harry, and Tyrone are going right 
now to get fitted for tuxes. I already have my dad‟s 
measurements,” she said, fishing a card out of her pocket 
and handing it to Peter. “So we should be all taken care of. 
Any questions?” 

 “No ma‟am,” Peter said. “We menfolk know our duty.” 

 “See you at the church at six,” Mary Jane said to Peter. 
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 “I‟ll be there,” he said with a grin. “Trust me.” 

 

 “You okay back there?” Harry asked, glancing in the 
rearview. Tyrone sat sideways on the bench seat behind the 
two front seats. 

 “D-dude, I‟m c-cc-cool!” Tyrone grinned. “This is-z-
zawesome!” 

 “Well, Peter,” Harry said, “I think it‟s really cool that 
you and Mary Jane are getting married.” His grin turned 
mischievous. “You nervous?” 

 “Of course,” Peter said as though it were obvious. “I‟m 
getting married. It‟s terrifying on so many levels.” 

 “Especially to Mary Jane,” Harry said. “Seig Heil!” 

 Peter laughed. “She told me I had better marry her,” he 
said. “I didn‟t dare refuse. A man could get hurt doing that.” 

 They all laughed. 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR 

 The women reached the back of the fabric store. 

 “I‟ll look at patterns,” Gwen said, sitting down at the 
table with large pattern books on it. “You all find some 
fabric.” 

 “Fair enough,” Mary Jane nodded. She wandered into 
the bolts of cloth, and Tandy followed her. 

 “Illyana said she knows  a really fast seamstress, so we 
can pick everything out today,” Mary Jane said. 

 “That‟s cool,” Tandy nodded. She took a drape of fabric 
between her fingers and felt the texture. “Are you sure you 
know what you‟re doing?” she asked quietly. 

 “Who ever does?” Mary Jane replied without looking at 
her. “Peter‟s life is dangerous. It‟s like he‟s some karmic 
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magnet, like he did something really bad once and he‟s going 
to spend the rest of his life burning it off. But you know,” 
she said, turning to Tandy. “He‟s mysterious, and goofy, and 
dangerous, and hopelessly idealistic, and vulnerable, and the 
toughest guy I‟ve ever known…” She sighed. “I love him. 
Even if it doesn‟t last. Even if one or both of us get killed. 
It‟s worth it to me.” 

 “And he‟s a great dancer,” Tandy teased with a grin. 

 “That too,” Mary Jane said with a sly and knowing smile. 

 “Hey, I found a pattern!” Gwen said, bringing the paper 
packet to Mary Jane and Tandy. 

 Mary Jane took one look at it and smiled triumphantly at 
Gwen. 

 “Perfect,” she said. 

* 

 Reverend Eckridge hummed to himself as he let himself 
into the locked church foyer as the last traces of dusk faded 
from the cloudy sky. He checked his watch. Quarter to six. 
He smiled to himself as he usually did when he was early for 
an appointment. Then he strolled through the dimness of the 
foyer, into the sanctuary, towards the back of the church. 

 He stopped short when he saw a shadowed figure 
standing at the pulpit, gripping it. 

 “Oh!” he said. “You gave me a fright. I‟m sorry, I‟ve got 
a meeting this evening. Please come back tomorrow.” He 
shivered as a chill breeze drifted through the sanctuary. 

 “But I have sinned,” the stout figure in the shadows of 
the dais said in a deliberate European accent. “There is sin in 
my soul, and you can help me.” 

 “How is that?” Eckridge asked uncertainly, fear seeping 
through him. 
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 In the dimness behind the podium, Eckridge thought he 
saw the gleam of light on teeth. “Feed my sheep,” the 
intruder said slowly. “Or wolves. Whatever.” 

 With a startlingly loud rasping buzz, a length of frayed 
cable shot down at the Reverend from the man up front. The 
pudgy preacher managed a short, breathy, choked off scream 
as the cable plunged into his chest and squirmed… 

* 

 “You know, pre-marital counseling is where all the ugly 
stuff comes out,” Peter grinned at Mary Jane as they turned 
into the church parking lot. “This is the part where the 
preacher warns me that you tend to be domineering.” 

 “And where I‟ll finally discover that you have a classic 
male fear of commitment,” she shot back, arching an 
eyebrow. She parked the car. 

 They strolled up to the side door that led to the 
Reverend‟s office. Peter tried it, then blinked with surprise 
when it was locked. 

 “Huh,” he said. He knocked on the door. Waited. A 
chill breeze whirled by. Peter cleared his throat, glanced 
around. Then stiffened. 

 Mary Jane noticed. She sighed. “It was inevitable, really,” 
she said. “What‟s going on?” 

 “I don‟t know,” Peter said, sifting his senses as he stared 
around. “Wait in the car.” 

 “Hell no,” she said. “The safest place on this block right 
now is right behind you.” 

 He looked at her for a moment, then shrugged as a 
suitable counter-argument didn‟t present itself. He hopped 
over the railing and padded over to the windows into the 
Reverend‟s office. The lights weren‟t on. He squinted at the 
windows, saw one where the latch wasn‟t quite latched.  
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 An adhered nudge later, the window slid open. Peter‟s 
lithe form barely slipped through. He poked his head out. 

 “Stay by the door, I‟ll let you in,” he said. Then he slid 
the window shut. 

 Mary Jane felt very exposed and vulnerable, alone by the 
locked door. The moment seemed to stretch on forever, but 
she was still startled when the door rattled and slid open. 
Peter glanced at her briefly, then turned back to the church. 

 “Stay behind me,” he said. “Something is very wrong 
here. Can you smell it?” 

 “Smell?” Mary Jane said. She sniffed. “No.” 
 He nodded. “Just as well. Not a word, now.” They 
closed the door to outside, and Peter prowled toward the 
sanctuary. Mary Jane noted that if he had fur on his back it 
would be bristling right now; her cat had a similar look when 
stalking a mouse or a bit of cellophane. 

 They walked out onto the dais at the front of the 
sanctuary. “Wait here,” Peter said. “I‟ll stay in sight, but I‟m 
looking for clues.” 

 “Do your thing,” Mary Jane said, leaning back against 
the wall and glancing around nervously. 

 Peter‟s eyes flickered around, taking everything in as he 
slowly walked down to the middle aisle. He squatted 
effortlessly, and reached under a pew. Standing, he had a fat 
legal pad folder. He opened it, then closed it and put it down 
on the pew. He squatted again, and touched something under 
the pew. Looking around sharply, he approached the other 
side door that led to the dais. 

 “What did you find?” Mary Jane said in a stage whisper, 
somehow reluctant to speak louder. 

 “Blood,” Peter replied softly. Mary Jane shivered. 

 Senses at full battle ready alert, Peter pushed the door 
open and followed it into the narrow room that bordered the 
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dais. He glanced around. A pew was in this space, a box of 
hymnals. He touched the pew. The cushion had been 
punctured, white fluff poked out of it. Peter glanced at the 
wall, looked at the trim on the other side of the room. It had 
deep scratches in it. He looked up.  

 There was a crawlspace, and its sliding door was 
scratched. He hopped up and adhered to the ceiling with the 
fingertips of one hand as he slowly slid the crawlspace open. 
Steeling his nerve, he popped his head up to have a look. 

 He came face to face with the eye sockets of the corpse 
of Reverend Eckridge. Shriveled, empty eyes lay flat in the 
sockets, the fat face was now lean and frozen in horror. The 
body had been broken and folded and stuffed between a 
rafter and a roof joist. Peter steeled his jaw and quickly 
dropped. 

 “Our meeting is cancelled,” he said tersely. “I need your 
cell phone.” 

 Mary Jane quickly fished it out of her purse and handed 
it to him. Peter closed his eyes, letting his mind remember a 
number for him. Then he punched it into the phone. Waited. 

 “Yes,” he said in a normal voice that seemed oddly loud 
in the hushed church. “Brilhart, it‟s me Parker. Yeah. Uh, are 
you really busy right now? Just finished dinner? See, I‟ve got 
a problem here. Would you mind meeting me at Trinity Hill 
Baptist? Here‟s the address,” he said, rattling it off. “Look, 
I‟m there right now and… well, I‟m going to wait for you. 
Yes sir. Thanks. Okay. Bye.” He hung up and handed the 
phone back to Mary Jane. 

 “Are you insane?” Mary Jane said in wonder. “This place 
is going to be crawling with cops. We plan to get married 
here, ya know.” 

 “Our wedding is two weeks from today,” Peter said 
calmly. “Reverend Eckridge‟s dead body is neatly folded up 
there. If the police have the body and conduct an 
investigation, we‟ll be better off time wise than if they realize 
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he‟s missing and start hunting for him. And I don‟t want to 
move the body or tinker with this. Furthermore, if we 
proceeded and they found him two days before the wedding, 
we‟d have a problem. I gotta protect my credibility at this 
point, and if I call it in as soon as I find it, to somebody who 
knows me, I‟m better off.” 

 “Do you come up with contingency plans for this 
stuff?” Mary Jane asked. “You worked that out pretty fast. I 
bet last night you were just laying in bed thinking, „Hm. If I 
find the mutilated body of our preacher, I‟ll call Brilhart.‟” 
She wavered. “There‟s a dead body right there?” she asked 
weakly, pointing. Peter nodded. 

 She sat down on the pew, struggling. “Oh God,” she 
said. “I don‟t want to throw up.” 

 “Come on,” Peter said, opening the door that led back 
to the recreation room. “Let‟s get you some… fresh…” 

 She looked up as the chill breeze drifted across her. 
Joining Peter, she gasped and put her hand over her mouth. 

 A huge hole had been torn in the back wall of the rec 
room, seven feet to a side, through brick and plaster. 

 “Okay,” Peter pattered, his eyes still keen, “I‟m guessing 
this is how the perp got in.” 

 “I just hope he‟s gone,” Mary Jane said in a small voice. 

 “I think he is,” Peter said. “For now.” 

* 

 The Owl was pacing back and forth over the dusty floor 
of the loft. He reached one stained wall and turned to 
measure out deliberate steps towards the other. 

 He hesitated, ears perking up. The rasp of steel on 
stone. He turned to the huge windows at one end of the 
warehouse loft. They were hanging open, drifting slightly in 
the breeze. A frayed steel cable squirmed up over the side, 
it‟s texture buzzing against the windowframe. The cable 
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wrapped around a pillar and then a heavy-set man rose into 
view. The cables retracted under his long heavy coat with a 
rattling buzz that was quite disconcerting. 

 The newcomer stepped down into the room, his face 
gray and his horn rim glasses fogged with dust. He smiled, 
his teeth dry. 

 “Your trip went well?” the Owl said. 

 “Indeed,” nodded the heavy man as he strode into the 
room. “The grandson of Forrest Parker knows he is 
threatened. They will need a new minister,” he added with a 
wide grin that did his squat face no favors. “Many thanks for 
finding this „Peter Parker‟ for me.” 

 “I am here to help you,” the Owl said with a gracious 
bow. He straightened. “Who be grandfather Parker?” 

 “A miserable thrice-cursed traitor,” the big man spat. 
“He had a chance to create greatness from the ashes of the 
world and he turned away from the path of power. He 
infiltrated the Red Skull‟s organization. He came with ruin in 
the shadows of his lies and plots. I, Otto Octavious, worked 
towards the integration of unholy magic and science to bring 
about an age of darkness that would make the worst 
superstitious and aggressive ignorance of the Dark Ages into 
a mere twilight. While Rasputin and I worked feverishly to 
transform the world, Parker couldn‟t see past the invisible 
lines of geo-political boundaries and foolish prattling 
politics.” 

 He slowly turned to face the Owl, his eyes glittering 
behind dusted and cracked lenses. “It is no accident,” he 
growled, “that I have been awoken at this time. It is my fate, 
my fate, to kill Parker‟s grandson on the day of his wedding.” 
He leaned back, satisfied that he had made his point. Then 
he threw back his head and laughed, a deep and booming 
sound that rolled through the loft. The Owl cackled, his 
screams of laughter counterpoint to the glee of the mad 
doctor. 
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* 

 Brilhart stepped off the box on the pew and hopped to 
the floor. He was pale, shaken. Peter raised his eyebrows. 

 “Nasty, huh,” he said. 

 Brilhart faced off with him. “My home number is 
unlisted, Parker,” he said. “I‟m sure the station didn‟t give it 
to you. You‟re the one that called in that weapons cache on 
the docks last year.” 

 “Got me,” Peter said sheepishly. 

 “That‟s been bothering me, wondering who that was,” 
Brilhart said. “As for this mess. What the hell is going on 
here?” 

 “I don‟t know,” Peter said with a shake of his head. He 
glanced over at Mary Jane, who sat on a chair with her back 
to the wall. “The body up there is our minister,” he said, 
looking back at Brilhart. “We‟re going to get married in this 
church. 

 “Congratulations,” Brilhart said to Mary Jane and Peter. 
“Why does this stuff happen to you?” he asked Peter. “How 
did you get to be such a lightning rod? Now that we‟ve been 
frank with each other, I‟m dying to know.” 

 “Me too,” Peter said, eyebrows raised. “I have no idea.” 

 “I have a theory,” Mary Jane said. “I think he‟s burning 
off karma for something really bad he did once.” 

 “Well get on with it,” Brilhart said, squinting up at the 
scratched crawlspace. “It‟s too dangerous.” 

 “There‟s more,” Peter said. He walked over to the door 
that led into the rec room and opened it. 

 Brilhart blinked as he saw the huge hole in the wall. He 
followed Peter over to it. 

 “Looks like your friend‟s work again,” he said in a low 
voice. 
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 “Believe me, that‟s the first thing I looked for,” Peter 
replied. “But see these grooves? This was done with 
something metal. Looks almost like a cable or a whip. Check 
out the serrations here, where a cable seemed to hit the wall 
and skid. This wasn‟t done by fists or claws or tools. I‟ve 
never seen anything like this before.” Peter turned to 
Brilhart. “I came to you first because I know you‟ll hear me 
out. I have absolutely no motive here. It‟s in my best 
interests for this to go without a hitch. The hitching. To go 
with… Okay, for this wedding to be uncomplicated.” 

 “So you called me instead of 911 because you think I‟ll 
make allowances for you,” Brilhart said, eyes narrow and jaw 
tight. 

 “Yes,” Peter said with a nod, putting his palms together 
and nodding. “Yes, please.” 

 Brilhart sighed and shook his head, rubbing his neck and 
squinting at the broken wall. “Dammit, I think you‟re right,” 
he said. “I‟m going to need a statement.” 

 “We‟ll follow you to the station,” Peter said in a small 
voice. 

* 

 “Can I use your phone?” Peter asked as they got into 
Mary Jane‟s car in the parking lot of the police station. 

 “I swear,” she said testily, “I‟ve been to the police 
station more times since I met you than I have in my entire 
life previously. I knew the desk sergeant by name, Parker.” 

 “Yeah, but can I use your phone?” 

 “Why don‟t you have your own phone?” she continued. 
“I mean really, you use more minutes on this thing than I 
do.” 

 “I used to just use pay phones all the time, if you can 
believe it,” Peter said, “but they‟re a dying breed. If I had a 
cell phone I‟d leave it places. Bottom of lakes, in the 
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infrastructure of buildings, somewhere on a two mile roof 
chase, places like that. Can I use your phone?” 

 “Yes, already, just use it.” She stared at the road as she 
drove out of the parking lot. 

 Peter closed his eyes, remembered a number, punched it 
in. 

 “Illyana,” he said after a few seconds. “I think we need 
to talk. Something‟s come up with the wedding. Yeah. Our 
minister was murdered by something weird at the church. 
Want to take a look? Okay. Yeah, see you then.” 

 Peter disconnected the phone and stuck it back in Mary 
Jane‟s purse. 

 “So what was that about?” Mary Jane asked. 

 “Illyana is a wizard, Strange‟s apprentice. She can 
teleport around, she‟s got this really funky wizard outfit. Heh. 
Anyway. She‟s going to take a look and catch up with us at 
your place. 

 “Fair enough,” Mary Jane said. “I suppose I don‟t get to 
drop you off at your place then.” 

 “I‟m not sure that‟s a good idea anyway,” Peter muttered 
as he shifted in his seat. “I really think we should stick 
together until this is worked out. I don‟t want to leave you 
alone when something like that is running around.” 

 Mary Jane heaved a sigh. “We have the most romantic 
sleepovers.” 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE 

 Illyana leaned against the side of the building, just out of 
sight of the forensics crew that gave the back of the church 
the feel of a kicked anthill. She let her eyes drift half closed, 
she opened herself to the auras and vibrations that were left 
behind by the violent entry. 
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 She took a deep breath, and then shook her head and let 
the images go. A flare of light carried her to Limbo. 

 Her feet twisted into hooves and her knees slid back to 
bend the other direction as she squatted before her scrying 
pool. “Okay,” she said. “Show me the intruder.” 

 The pool shifted, swirls of impressions crossed it. But 
whatever she hunted was concealed and dispersed somehow. 
She frowned. Then she stood up, her legs shifting back to 
full human. She wiggled her toes and stepped into some 
clogs she kept by the throne. A gesture at the scrying pool 
pulled up an image of Peter. A stepping disk swirled up 
around her with a snap hiss and a spatter of dark eldritch fire. 

 She politely knocked on the door, and Peter answered it. 
“Come on in,” he said. “I‟ve been expecting you.” 
 “You sure got here fast,” Mary Jane noted. 

 “The shortest distance between two points is not really a 
straight line,” Illyana replied with a wink. “Now to business. 
The signal was funky as hell, but I managed to figure out 
what kind of boogeyman you‟ve found this time. It‟s a 
vampire. I‟m sure of it. All the signs are there, up to and 
including the drained victim.” 

 “Didn‟t have teeth marks in the neck,” Peter said 
doubtfully. 

 Illyana rolled her eyes. “Vampires feed on the life energy 
of their victims. The circulatory system carries life and air 
through the entire body, keeping it alive, in lock step with the 
heart. Therefore, that‟s the fastest way to plug into and drain 
life force. Vampires can use other energy sources, but that‟s 
the quickest and easiest and surest way to get energy for 
them. This joker didn‟t use his teeth. But he did drain the 
victim. I said it was funky, didn‟t I.” 

 “So did you find it?” Peter asked hopefully, flexing his 
hand into a fist. 



 

   227 

 “No,” Illyana said, glancing to the side. “The vamp is 
hidden in a network somewhere. They can diffuse their 
consciousness and energies through a system. That‟s what 
keeps them up, being able to draw from a network of power. 
Everything in that network is slowly degraded by the 
vampire‟s constant absorption of energy from it.” 

 “For example?” Peter said, blinking. “You lost me.” 

 “For example,” Illyana said, sitting on Mary Jane‟s couch 
in her front room. Peter and Mary Jane followed and sat on 
chairs. “A vampire might settle on something as simple as a 
city block. In the tenement house on that block, violence 
would increase. Police would be afraid to go there. People 
living there would become listless, violent, ill at ease, haunted 
as the simple presence of the vampire grew like a tumor. It 
would feed from time to time, but the longer the vampire 
was there the more deeply ingrained it would be in its 
territory, drawing life force from the inhabitants in a way 
they could not even imagine. Other networks could be a 
corporate office, a courier service, a bridge club, it can be just 
about anything and it has a lot to do with how powerful the 
vampire is.” 

 “So you can‟t see the vampire because it‟s submerged in 
one of those network things,” Peter clarified. 

 “Right,” Illyana said. “I can‟t really pinpoint it more than 
that. I‟m getting these conflicting images. On the one hand, 
the signature feels pretty old. But the vampire must be a 
newcomer, it‟s got a very fresh feel to the aura.” She shook 
her head. “In any case, it‟s possible this guy had it in for the 
Reverend and you were just in the wrong place at the wrong 
time.” 

 “Doesn‟t matter at this point,” Peter said with a shake of 
his head. “We can‟t risk that. And even if the attack had 
nothing to do with me,” he added with a shiver, “I have this 
thing for vampires. I was almost turned into one myself. I‟d 
like to see this through.” 
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 “It might be about you,” Illyana said, looking at him 
steadily. “Seems you‟re in the middle of this permanent 
disaster zone.” 

 Peter nodded. “Can I ask another favor of you?” he said. 

 “It‟ll cost you your firstborn,” she deadpanned, then she 
grinned. “No really, just kidding. What‟s your favor.” 

 “Mary Jane and I can look out for each other, but I have 
a lot going on… would you mind keeping an eye on Aunt 
May for me? I‟m just… I‟m worried, you know? I‟ve dealt 
with things that targeted her before just to get to me. I really 
don‟t want that to happen, and this is as much warning as 
anybody can ask for.” 

 Illyana sighed. “Okay. I‟ll try to keep an eye on her. I 
can‟t promise twenty four seven protection, as you know.” 

 “Right,” Peter said quickly. “I would really appreciate 
it.” 

 “Well,” Illyana said, rising. “It‟s been fun, next time we 
can toast marshmallows while we talk about ghost stories. In 
the meantime, I‟ve got to go do my homework.” 

 “You‟re still in school?” Mary Jane said, raising her 
eyebrows. 

 “Not quite so simple,” Illyana said with a wry grin. 
“Tonight I‟m going to be immersed in the wacky world of 
golem creation and destruction. Do contain your jealousy. 
I‟m Strange‟s apprentice,” she explained. 

 “Ah,” Mary Jane nodded sagely as all became clear. 
“Drive safely,” she nodded with an amused smile. 

 Illyana strolled to the back hallway and in a flare of light 
she was gone. 

 “That woman is seriously creepy,” Mary Jane said with a 
little shiver. “She‟s totally cool.” 

 Peter laughed a bit nervously, then heaved a deep sigh. 
“It‟s not too late for you to get out of this,” he said. 
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 She stood, pulled him up out of the chair, and led him 
over to the couch. They sat down together, and she looked at 
the floor to collect her thoughts.  

 “Peter,” she said, “you get threatened by this monster, 
and your first instinct is to protect your aunt. I won‟t lie to 
you, I‟m scared,” she said, meeting his eyes. “But I expect 
there‟s going to be a lot of that. It‟s up to you to make it 
worth my while,” she said softly as she leaned in close. 

 After a brief kiss, she leaned back. “After all, Peter 
Parker,” she murmured, “somebody has to look out for you in 
the real world while you‟re off fighting monsters.” Her eyes 
narrowed with determination. “That‟s gonna be me.” 

* 

 The reflections of street lamps slowly strobed over the 
sleek car as it purred along the New York streets. 

 “Thank you for a perfectly lovely dinner,” Elsbeth said 
to Robert. “I had a fantastic time.” 

 “Good,” Robert replied with a smile, his pale hair 
catching the light as he kept his eyes on the road. “I missed 
you when I was in Switzerland. I‟m still exhausted from the 
trip.” He pulled into the hotel parking lot. “Jet lag alone can 
be murder, and I‟ve been immersing myself in my studies. To 
try to forget.” 

 “I understand,” Elsbeth said, putting her hand on the 
back of his.  

 He parked the car, and got out. He walked around to her 
door and opened it, helped her out of the car. They strolled 
up into the lobby, to the elevator wordlessly. 

 “Going to see me to my room then?” Elsbeth asked 
with an arched eyebrow. 

 “I thought maybe we could talk for a little while,” 
Robert said evasively, shrugging with a small wince. “I 
haven‟t gotten to really talk with anybody for a while.” 
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 They rode the elevator in silence, a few strangers in the 
box with them. Then they approached Elsbeth‟s room and 
stopped just outside. 

 “This is it, then,” Montessi said. “Look, I think we 
should both get our rest. We can get together later this 
week.” 

 “Very well,” Robert said with a small sigh. “You just… 
you comfort me.” 

 She smiled at him, and he leaned close to her. As his lips 
approached hers, she did not pull away. 

 Her cell phone rang. 

 She pulled back, and smiled apologetically at him as she 
dug it out of her purse. “Montessi here,” she said. She sighed 
slightly. “Yes, Dani. Yes I know. I‟ll be back shortly. I‟ve got 
to go.” She hung up, and shrugged at Robert.  

 “She just called to see when I was coming back. She has 
no idea I‟m on the other side of the door from her,” Elsbeth 
said. She sighed. “It‟s been wonderful, Robert. I‟ll see you 
later this week.” 

 “Until then,” Robert said with a shallow bow. He turned 
and headed for the elevator, walking a bit stiffly. 

 

Sunday, October 19 

 Mary Jane made a check on her list. “Pew decorations,” 
she said. 

 “Got the stuff here,” Peter said, carrying a cardboard 
box in and setting it on the floor. 

 “Check,” she said, making a mark. “Catering 
arrangements.” 

 “Finalized them yesterday,” Peter said. 

 “Check and mate,” Mary Jane said, tossing the list aside. 
“We rock. Let‟s get these pew decorations put together.” 
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 “But this is girly work!” Peter mock protested. He sat on 
the floor with Mary Jane as she pulled out her sample bow 
with silk flower and ribbon.  

 “This is what it looks like,” she said. “Go nuts, spider 
boy.” 

 “I could have been one hell of an interior designer,” 
Peter muttered as he pulled a length of ribbon out, cut it, 
twirled it into a bow, affixed it to the flower, the tule, stapled 
it in one smooth flourish of motion. Mary Jane just sat back. 

 “What?” Peter said. “You going to get in on this?” 

 “Peter,” she said with a gentle smile, “if I work my butt 
off on this I‟ll get maybe three done before you‟re finished. 
You just take over.” 

 Peter looked at her for a moment. “You‟re mean,” he 
said. “Fine. I‟ll do your dirty work. But you have to keep me 
company.” He glanced down and finished another 
decoration, scooped up the materials and started on the next. 

 “Deal,” Mary Jane said. 

 Peter shook his head slightly as he tossed another 
finished one over towards the growing pile. “I don‟t know 
about this,” he said. “A critter that targets a preacher. I was 
raised better than that. I always figured preachers were, you 
know, like the Red Cross. You don‟t target the medics and 
chaplains, you know what I mean?” 

 “I know,” Mary Jane said, watching with fascination as 
his hands twirled through the process of making the 
decorations. 

 “I can‟t help but feel somehow responsible for what 
happened,” Peter said, shaking his head slightly. “I have this 
horrible feeling I should move away from everyone so I 
could just roll into town like they do in the movies, and come 
out of nowhere to settle the bad guy gang that‟s going to 
blow up the mine and run everybody off the rancher‟s land 
and do other bad stuff like that. I feel like if I build a life I‟ll 
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just be the stereotypical action hero where people I love get 
killed and I go on a spree of death.” He sighed. “But sprees 
of death are fun only in fiction. In the real world, killing your 
way to the top is grim and messy business to be avoided. If I 
didn‟t know that before, Fisk taught it to me.” 

 “But you didn‟t kill anybody,” Mary Jane said. 

 Peter‟s voice was even as he kept his eyes on his work. 
“Call it a dry run. Neither of us wants to know what would 
have happened if Voorhees had killed you, or if Beck had 
killed Aunt May.” 

 He worked in silence, and she had nothing to say to that. 

* 

 “Damnation, you‟re boring, woman!” Illyana yelled at the 
scrying pool as Aunt May meticulously polished the plate. 
“The plate is dry! Put it down!” She returned her attention to 
her reading. 

 A smaller demon was keeping her company, hunched 
over and watching Prime with idle fascination. It grunted and 
bounced a bit. Illyana looked back into the scry. 

 It was full dark outside, Aunt May was doing the dishes, 
and in the dining room a window was slowly sliding open. 

 Illyana was on her feet in a moment, and a stepping disk 
swirled around her. 

 She crouched on the roof, looking down into the back 
yard of Aunt May‟s small house. She hopped down, checked 
the window. Slight scratches, and it was half open. She slid it 
closed, and looked around. 

 “Well well well,” said a voice laced with a European 
accent. “I‟ve been waiting for you. I thought I sniffed a 
wizard back at the church.” 

 She turned to see the shadowed figure standing with his 
back to a tree in the corner of the yard. She squared off with 
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him, feeling the cold energy that radiated from his heavyset 
form. 

 “Who are you and what do you want?” Illyana coldly 
demanded. 

 “Hah,” he replied. “Who are you? Why are you 
interested in this frail old woman?” 

 “A name, chuckles,” she said. “Or we can have a 
disagreement,” she added with the best lingering malice she 
could manage. 

 “I am Doctor Otto Octavius,” he replied proudly. “You 
may call me Doctor Octavius. As for what I want with the 
old woman, that is simple. I will break her brittle bones, 
crush her skull like an eggshell, and leave her shattered 
remains in Peter Parker‟s pillowcase.” A wicked smile creased 
his squat face. His thick horn-rimmed glasses were powdered 
with dust. 

 “Over my dead body,” Illyana said with fierce 
determination. She flexed her hand, and reached into a small 
stepping disk. She whipped her gleaming blade from Limbo, 
the sword glittering in the faint light. 

 The squat figure hissed, a sharp intake of breath. 
“Illyana Nikolievna Rasputin!” he said. “How old are you 
now?” 

 “What?” Illyana said, the sudden shock of hearing her 
full name from the stranger leaving her numb. “Who are 
you?” 

 He chuckled. “Something like a great uncle, perhaps,” 
he said with a twisted grin. “Your grandfather would be 
proud of the fine figure you‟ve grown into.” 

 “That‟s it,” she said harshly, and she flared a stepping 
disk around him to carry him to Limbo. 

 He didn‟t move, but he did shake his head slightly. 
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 “You have no place protecting old women,” he said. 
“You should join forces with me. It would be like the glory 
days.” 

 “The glory days?” she said dubiously. Her knees were 
shaking. 

 “Yes,” Octavius sighed. “When the Red Skull was rising 
to ascendance, when the earth faced a thousand years of 
darkness, when monsters tore the Allies.” He sighed with 
nostalgia. 

 “Look, bub,” Illyana said tightly, “I‟m a scion of the 
Sorcerer Supreme and we‟re going to deal with this right 
here, right now.” She squared off, gripping the sword with 
both hands. 

 “You should see reason,” he replied softly, “or I‟ll tell 
your grandfather you‟ve been misbehaving.” 

 “Who is my grandfather?” Illyana demanded. “Dammit, 
answer me!”  

 He had already faded back into the shadows. Illyana 
snarled frustration, then whipped through a stepping disk 
and dropped to her knees by her scrying pool.  

 “Gone,” she whispered as images almost formed then 
failed to. “Dammit!” She slammed her fist on the rock by the 
pool. 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY SIX 

Thursday, October 30 

 “Right,” the scrawny man said. He smiled, the loose skin 
on his face creasing in familiar lines. “So you‟ll have a unity 
candle by Saturday.” 

 “Shouldn‟t be a problem, Reverend Pulchester,” Peter 
said with a nod. 
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 “Do you have strong feelings about the vows?” Mary 
Jane asked, leaning forward in the creaky chair before the big 
desk in the church office. 

 “Well, here‟s the traditional vows,” the reverend said. 
He sat up straight, clearing his throat as he picked up a sheet 
of paper. “Here we go. „I, and your name, take you, and his 
name, to be my wedded husband, to have and to hold, from 
this day forward, for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, 
in sickness and in health, to love and to obey, till death do us 
part.‟ Then when the rings are exchanged, you‟d say „With 
this ring, I thee wed.‟ Something along those lines. But some 
couples do make their vows up these days.” 

 “Not so keen on the „obey‟ part,” Mary Jane said, 
wrinkling her nose. “Hey Peter, let‟s do our own vows.” 

 “Okay,” he said slowly. 

 “Well, that gives me enough to go on,” Reverend 
Pulchester said with a sigh. “You can give me your vows at 
the rehearsal tomorrow. You have my home number and my 
pager number in case you need to reach me. I‟ll see you 
tomorrow at six thirty.” 

 “You got it,” Peter said, rising. Mary Jane stood with 
him. 

 “Thanks for pinch hitting for us,” she said with a faint 
blush. 

 “Not a problem,” the reverend replied with another 
smile. “You kids be careful.” 

 Peter and Mary Jane stepped out of the office, out the 
door, down the steps, around the corner. As the reverend 
busied himself with his paperwork, he utterly failed to notice 
the strange wash of dark light that bathed the parking lot for 
a moment as Peter and Mary Jane fell right out of reality. 
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 “What. The. Hell,” Mary Jane said, standing rigid as she 
glanced around in the wake of the light. 

 “Where are we?” Peter asked Illyana. They stood on a 
cobbled path, surrounded by thick ranks of greenery. The air 
was warm, stirred by a cool breeze. Above, an indigo vault of 
a sky was bedewed with glimmering stars. 

 Illyana was squatted down in a courtyard, staring into a 
pool. Horns grew from her head, her legs were twisted and 
goatish ending in cloven hooves. She frantically gestured at 
them to approach. 

 “Peter!” she said. “I was reading, and when I looked up 
this slime had already gotten into the house. He knocked on 
the front door, your aunt let him in.” 

 “Who is it?” Peter asked as his blood froze. 

 “It‟s the guy, him, the guy who goes through walls,” 
Illyana said impatiently. “I didn‟t dare break it up in case it 
got violent. He seems peaceful enough now.” 

 “Right,” Peter said, his jaw set. “Just drop me by the 
front door. As soon as I‟ve led him off, get Aunt May out of 
the area one way or another.” 

 “I‟ll back you up,” she said. “If things go downhill, I‟ll 
do my best to save the situation.” 

 “Enough talk,” Peter said, squaring his shoulders. 
“That‟s my aunt. Let‟s go.” 

 

 Aunt May answered the doorbell, and a smile spread 
across her face like a sunrise when she saw Peter. 

 “Hi, Aunt May, anything going on?” Peter said with a 
winning smile. 

 “Oh,” she said. “I have a visitor, he wanted to see if I 
had any information on your grandfather Forrest.” 
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 “Really!” Peter said, walking into the house with a smile. 
“Well hello there, how nice of you to take an interest,” he 
said, his voice as friendly as he could make it through gritted 
teeth as his eyes glittered with concealed rage. Shivers ran up 
and down Peter‟s skin; the creature before him was no longer 
a man, and the spider ghost knew it. 

 “Hello,” the visitor said in his deep voice. His accent 
was unplaceable European. “I am Doctor Otto Octavius. I 
am a historian. My father knew Forrest Parker during the 
war. I‟m compiling my father‟s memoirs now. I thought 
perhaps you all would have something like a box in the attic 
that might have memories of him.” 

 Octavius was squatly built, with slightly bowed legs and 
long arms. His wrists were almost as thick as his forearms, 
and his fingers were square and stubby. His wide face seemed 
tainted by a permanent sneer. He wore thick horn rimmed 
glasses that were printed and rimed with dust. That was all 
obvious. 

 Peter sensed that he did not breathe. That his clammy 
skin was hard and dead. Some dark and vicious energy 
twisted and coiled in him. Peter‟s heart pounded. This 
couldn‟t turn into a fight. Not here. Not with Aunt May close 
enough to be killed by a stray blow. 

 “Tell you what,” Peter said, “Uncle Ben did get a box 
like that. Forrest shipped it off and then got killed in the war. 
When I moved out I accidentally took it with me. Would you 
like to come over to my place and we could go through it 
together?” 

 “Excellent,” Octavius said, rising. A smile squirmed 
across his features. “Perhaps we can chat about your 
memories later,” he said, leaning towards Aunt May. Her 
hand fluttered up to her chest and she smiled at him, backing 
away slightly. She flicked a worried glance at Peter, who 
beamed obliviously. 
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 “Let‟s go,” Peter said. “Boy, it‟s a good thing I dropped 
in!” 

 “I am a lucky man,” Octavius replied through his sickly 
smile. “Always have been.” 

 “See you, Aunt May,” Peter said as he led Octavius out 
into the night. 

 “Take care, Peter,” she called after him.  

 Then the door shut, and she was on her own. 

 She let out a deep sigh, then slumped on the couch 
rubbing at her eyes and wondering why she felt such 
nervousness. 

 Then she tensed as she heard a strange hissing sort of 
noise from the dining room. She got up and reluctantly 
headed towards the kitchen. Picking up a broom, she took a 
few steps towards the dark doorway of the dining room. 

 All she saw was the gesture of a steel-clad hand, and she 
slumped into sleep. Before she hit the ground a stepping disk 
whirled up around her. 

 

 Illyana‟s disk whirled, depositing her in Limbo. She 
arranged Aunt May on a slab, then returned to the scrying 
pool. “What‟d I miss?” 

 “Come on, Peter,” Mary Jane said, her eyes full of 
worry. 

 

 “What‟s this all about,” Peter demanded, clenching his 
fists as he walked a good arm‟s length from Octavius.  

 “To me,” Octavius said, “it was two weeks ago when 
Forrest Parker embedded me in concrete.” He sighed the 
contented sigh of a happy man. “Fate has awoken me for my 
revenge. I will kill May Parker. I will kill Mary Watson. 
Before I am finished, I will re-awaken the seed of pure evil 
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that will cause Illyana Rasputin to bloom into the dark orchid 
she was destined to be. Perhaps I will allow her to be my 
consort. And, incidentally, once your women are slain I‟ll kill 
you out of courtesy.” 

 Peter had already stopped. He faced Octavius as wind 
whirled down the street. 

 “I will stop you,” Peter said calmly.  

 “Ah yes, the darkstone experiment,” Octavius chuckled. 
“I knew Forrest had tampered with it, but little did I guess he 
would try to keep it for his family. No no, I worked on that 
project, headed it up actually. It was my idea to use animal 
intermediaries. I don‟t know what animal the darkstone was 
with before you were gifted, but I imagine I can guess from 
the fight we‟re about to have.” 

 “You tested it on yourself,” Peter said. 

 “Of course,” Octavius said condescendingly. “Now I‟m 
going to hurt you badly, thrash you a bit, maybe break your 
limbs. I will allow you to live until all your women are dead.” 

 “You ever think you might have the wrong guy?” Peter 
said. “Forrest Parker was a double agent in Germany.” 

 “Too true, too true,” Octavius nodded. “But as an agent 
of the Red Skull he agreed to come here to the United States 
with me, to fight and kill Captain America. I discovered that 
he was a double agent by examining his belongings while he 
was out, so I was prepared to kill them both. He was only a 
mortal, after all.” 

 “Doesn‟t seem that it worked out for you,” Peter noted. 

 Octavius shrugged. “They bound me in cables,” he said. 
“My powers were not yet complete. Two inch thick cables 
bound me and they plunged me into a vast block of cement. 
I could not free myself in time, and then I went into a long 
twilight of lifelessness.” 

 “What woke you up?”  
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 “Fate,” Octavius replied. “My prison became my 
weapon. You know, there is an animal that can regenerate, 
that can change colors, that has incredible patience and 
stealth.” 

 “There are a lot of animals like that,” Peter said. 

 “But as I was wrapped in the cables in the concrete, I 
realized that I had not tapped the full potential of the 
creature that bit me.” His smile twisted his ugly face again. 
“Let us see what your host has brought you.” 

 There was an odd ripping sound, and Peter reflexively 
sprang back fifteen feet. He stared in shock as a steel cable, 
two inches thick and frayed on the end, tore out of the back 
of Octavius‟s suit and snaked up into the air, wavering as 
though testing it. 

 “It doesn‟t matter what you are,” Peter said evenly. 
“You‟ve threatened my people. You‟re not getting out of this 
in one piece.”  

 Octavius roared laughter as his torso flesh and suit 
shredded, and three more cables squirmed free. Each was 
nearly thirty feet long, and the frayed ends flexed and 
twitched like hands. 

 Peter was pale, his jaw set, his spider ghost playing over 
the thing that faced him. The cables whirled and snapped like 
living things, and they had a hypnotic coordination. At the 
center, Octavius was distracting all by himself. Peter wiped 
his palms on his jeans. 

 “You cannot win, Parker,” Octavius said simply. “Once 
I was gifted with the power of the darkstone, a vampire on 
our research team immortalized me so that my genius could 
live on and on through time. Ah, Necra, beautiful Necra. I 
shall find her in this time and see what she remembers of the 
age I have slept through.” 

 “Necra the vampire, huh,” Peter said. “She‟s dead. I saw 
to it myself.” 
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 Octavius fixed him with a cold glare. “No matter,” he 
said stiffly. “I‟ve reasons enough to see your guts strewn 
about. Shall we begin?” 

 Peter sprang towards him, low to the ground and 
cautious. A cable whipped at him with the velocity of a bullet 
from the side, and Peter twirled away from it in time to catch 
a singing cable on the shoulder. He bounded up and twisted, 
over the third cable that rushed at his knees with enough 
force to bust them wide open. He landed in a roll, bounding 
clear, but he slapped a cable aside and stumbled back as 
Octavius pressed the advantage, sending three cables 
whizzing down through the air with a peculiar metallic 
whistle. 

 Curling to the side, Peter flexed in a powerful leap that 
moved him out of Octavius‟s startling range. Web spat from 
his forearms, carrying him away from the cables. He dared a 
glance back over his shoulder and saw Octavius, oddly 
poised, the center of four cables that scurried over building 
rooftops and sprang with disturbing coordination as though 
they were his legs. 

 “Octopus,” Peter grunted. “Gotta be.” 

 

 “Why does Peter do that!” Mary Jane said frantically, 
gesturing at the scrying pool. “Why did he bait that guy?” 
She turned to Illyana. “Can‟t you teleport the cable guy 
here?” 

 “No,” Illyana said, watching the chase intently. “I can‟t 
get him off Prime. As long as he has at least one limb on the 
ground he‟s grounded in a way I don‟t fully understand. And 
you‟ve seen that I can‟t scry on him directly.” 

 “So are you going to go help Peter out, or what?” Mary 
Jane demanded. 

 “I‟m going to let Peter take his shot,” Illyana said. “If he 
gets in trouble, I‟ll pull him out. If both of us engage, there‟s 
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no backup. Besides. Peter wanted to tackle this guy.” She 
looked over at Mary Jane. “You‟re going to have to learn 
martial arts,” she said quietly. “Peter Parker doesn‟t need 
victims around him. You want to take some lessons?” 

 “Yeah,” Mary Jane said, her eyes fixed on Peter as he 
swung into a construction site. “I think that‟s a good idea.” 

 

 Peter swung wide, the web strand hitting a girder and 
swinging him around the way he came with great force. He 
slung at Octavius feet first, counting on the element of 
surprise. 

 A whirling cable slammed into his ankles; Peter felt 
something crack as he bit back a scream. He was through the 
arms and spinning with the force of the hit to his ankles, he 
used the momentum as a wind-up and he unloaded a punch 
to Octavius‟s torso, hitting him full force. Octavius doubled 
up with a grunt as Peter writhed aside; the frayed head of a 
cable whistled down through where his spine had been a 
moment before and a cable smacked the back of his head. 

 Peter felt himself pinwheeling through space for a 
moment, disoriented; things seemed to slow down as he 
tumbled out of control. Then a rasping buzzing friction got 
his attention as an arm whirled at him from a totally 
unexpected direction and wrapped around his waist. 

 The cable acted and felt alive, and it squirmed around 
him two, three times. Peter dimly realized he was about to be 
squeezed nearly in half; Octavius would leave him alive and 
unable to walk. 

 Octavius cackled a laugh as one of his cables touched a 
girder, one wrapped around Peter, and the other two 
hovered over him as though choosing the choicest spots to 
plunge through his flesh and tear him to shreds. 
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 “Get him out of there,” Mary Jane managed, breathless 
with terror. “Illyana!” 

 “Can‟t,” Illyana said, her eyes hard. “He‟s grounded. I‟m 
going in.” A stepping disk flashed up around her, and Mary 
Jane fell to her knees, riveted to the view in the scrying pool. 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN 

 The Soulsword was already whistling down in a mighty 
swing as the stepping disk deposited Illyana in the middle of 
the battle. The blade sheared through the cable with a snick, 
freeing Peter. Peter crashed to the ground and feebly pushed 
at the cable that was wrapped around his waist, now cut off 
from the source of its animation. 

 Illyana squared off with Octavius. “Okay,” she said. 
“You say you know my grandfather. Whatever. You have 
these ideas about who I am. Fine. Doesn‟t matter. I‟m going 
to stop you right here.” She raised her sword, gripping it in 
both hands. Letting him make the first move. 

 “I can feel it in your soul,” Octavius said, his face 
unreadable and his eyes hidden behind the dusty glasses. 
“The power. And the evil.” 

 “I faced the evil inside me,” Illyana said. “It almost 
destroyed me, but I rose above it. I‟ve been through that, and 
from now on I am one of the good guys. You missed your 
chance, Octavius. You should have come last year.” He 
paused, uncertain. She flexed her grip and narrowed her eyes. 

 “Unclean thing, your death is at hand,” she intoned in 
her best wizard voice. 

 Two limbs hissed at her; her amulet flared, and one of 
the cables recoiled from a flash of light as her sword swept 
out to meet the other, shearing off the frayed end of the 
cable. 
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 Her eyes glinted with malice as she spun with the sword, 
backing him off for a moment, then she charged with the 
blade brandished before her. Nothing could stand before her. 

 A cable snaked around and caught at her hoof, the 
finger-long spears of cable strand digging into her fetlock 
and arresting her progress. She screamed and skidded to a 
halt, awkward on one hoof. Spinning, she slashed at the cable 
and severed several feet of it. 

 She kicked with her punctured hoof to free it of the 
length of cable, and as she faced Octavius again he jabbed— 

 The bristled cable punched lightly at her face, and she 
didn‟t manage to twist out of the way. The cable smacked 
into her face, spines of steel punching through her eyeball 
and eye socket, rocking her head back on her neck as it 
cracked her skull. She unleashed a scream as she toppled to 
the ground, the blooded cable hovering over her. She 
clutched her face as blood poured out between her fingers. 

 “I‟ll take that,” Octavius said, picking up her soulsword. 
Then he sputtered as thick web slapped across his face. 

 He raked at it with his fingers, and when he could see 
again he glanced around to note Peter Parker, carrying 
Illyana, swinging up into the air. A stepping disk claimed 
them both. 

 “Very well,” Octavius said with a shrug as his cables 
wound around the hissing soulsword. “Tomorrow we finish 
this.” His smile was unsettling as he vanished into the 
shadows. 

* 

 Illyana unsteadily gasped with pain as she sprawled on 
the cobbles of Limbo. Her hands were pushed against her 
face. Peter wobbled, then wisely chose to sat down. Mary 
Jane kept her distance, shocked by all she had seen. 

 “I‟m the world mage,” Illyana whispered as she pressed 
her hands against her mutilated face and eye. “I can heal 
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anything here. Come on. Come on.” A whine of pain was in 
her breath as she quivered, otherwise motionless. 

 “Is she going to be okay?” Mary Jane asked, fear in her 
eyes. 

 “You were watching?” Peter asked in return. 

 “I was,” Mary Jane said. “I‟m so glad I never got to 
watch your other fights.” 

 “Maybe you just don‟t need to see what‟s going on,” 
Peter said. “It is dangerous.” 

 “Obviously,” Mary Jane said, nodding at Illyana. 

 Illyana took a deep, shuddering breath. Then she sat up, 
lowering her gory hands from her face. 

 She had two eyes, though one of them was thoroughly 
bloodshot. The punctures in her face were already sealing. 
Illyana managed a painful smile. “Okay,” she said. “Okay, 
that‟s better.” 

 Peter let out a sigh of relief. “Not to say you wouldn‟t 
look good in an eyepatch, but damn.” 

 “My sword,” Illyana murmured, her smile vanishing. 
“He got my sword. It‟s tucked into his network.” Her jaw 
tightened. “Awright, dammit, this guy is going down. 
Tomorrow.” She looked Peter in the eye. “It‟s time to bring 
in some outside help. Strange or Valeria. This guy warrants 
it.” 

 “Maybe so,” Peter said fiercely, “but I want to do this. 
Strange and Valeria aren‟t always going to be there. If I‟m 
going to get married and bring Mary Jane into this,” he said 
with a gesture, “I need to be able to protect her.” 

 “You‟re not cutting me out of this,” Illyana said sternly. 
“One, because you‟re not suicidal. Two, because he keeps 
spouting off about my grandfather. I never knew my 
grandfather, but this creep is taunting me and I‟m going to 
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get to the bottom of it. Failing that, I‟ll just settle for shutting 
his fat mouth.” 

 “Right,” Peter said, a glint in his eye. “You and me. 
Crossing the generation gap to kick his ropy butt.” 

 “Deal,” Illyana said with a nod. 

 There was a quiet moment. Mary Jane cleared her throat. 

 “Well, with that out of the way, can we go home?” she 
asked. 

 “Right. Sorry,” Illyana said. “See you guys tomorrow.” 
She gestured, and a stepping disk carried Mary Jane and Peter 
to Mary Jane‟s apartment. 

 “Okay,” Mary Jane said as they landed in her living 
room. “Not to deflate your berserk machismo, but what the 
hell are you thinking? Let Tandy and Tyrone and Strange and 
this Valeria person and anybody else that wants in on it go 
take this freak show out. Let Strange snap his fingers and 
make it all go away. Why do you think you have to do this? 
Can‟t you save your next death-defying solo act for after 
we‟ve been married a week or two?” Her eyes flashed with 
anger, her face was pale, her breathing fast. Her nails printed 
half-moons on the flesh of her hands, her fists were so tight. 

 “You were watching,” Peter said. “He plans to kill Aunt 
May, you, everybody close to me. Then after I‟ve been 
crippled, he‟ll kill me. I don‟t want to trust his defeat to other 
hands. I mean, Strange is awesome and all. But Tandy and 
Tyrone were both caught up in something he thought he 
dealt with in January. No,” he said with a shake of his head. 
“I need to be involved. I need to make sure this ends. And 
he‟s not human. He‟s not alive. I‟ve got to kill it for good if I 
can. I don‟t believe in killing,” he said quietly, “but if they‟re 
vampires then it‟s different, isn‟t it.” 

 “Vampires with cable whips that seem more than 
capable of handing you your ass, Peter,” Mary Jane said in a 
hushed voice. She shook her head. “Maybe all your fights go 
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like that. I don‟t want to know if that‟s true. But you seemed 
a hair‟s breadth from maiming pretty much the whole fight.” 

 “Sometimes it takes me a few minutes to figure out the 
style,” Peter said uncomfortably. 

 “You may not get the time,” Mary Jane replied.  

 Peter closed his eyes for a moment, breathing deeply. 
He opened his eyes.  

 “Mary Jane,” he said evenly, “this is something I‟ve got 
to do.” 

 She looked into his eyes, then shrugged. “You gotta do 
what you gotta do, Parker,” she said with a small sigh. “Nail 
him. Whatever. But that doesn‟t get you out of tomorrow 
morning.” 

 “Tomorrow… morning…” Peter said, his mind 
working. “Your parents get in at the airport,” he said as 
realization dawned. “That‟s great. Look, I gotta find 
Octavius. I can catch up at the rehearsal dinner, right? I need 
to hunt Octavius during the day. That‟s when he‟ll be 
vulnerable.” 

 “No,” Mary Jane said simply. “One of the things you 
gotta do is go with me to meet my parents. For God‟s sake, 
Peter, we‟re getting married the day after tomorrow and 
they‟ve never even met you. And not for lack of trying, 
either. Things are tense enough without you ditching them 
again now. You need to take a shot at Octavius. Believe me, I 
understand the need for him to take a fall. But you‟re getting 
married to me, too. And I require you to come with me to 
pick up my parents and spend a little time with them. If you 
won‟t bring in outside help, then you‟ll just have to work 
around your schedule.” 

 Peter thought that over. “You‟re right,” he sighed. 
“You‟re totally right. I‟m not always going to be able to drop 
everything and handle these little threats. I really do need to 
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meet the family, get this stuff ready to go. Illyana can search 
better than I can anyway.” 

 “Good,” Mary Jane said, softening. “I just want to get 
married, Peter,” she said quietly. She tried on a smile. “Just 
that.” 

 “I know,” Peter said, pulling her into a gentle embrace. 
“Me too. Um… not to interrupt the mood, but do you think 
you could tape up my ankle?” 

 “Sure. Right this way, Danger Butt,” she said, leading 
him to the bed. 

“We prefer „spider ghost‟ if you don‟t mind,” Peter 
said loftily. He stripped to his underwear, and her eyes 
lingered over every bruise, every torn contusion, every welt, 
every gash, every splinter lodged in his skin. She shook her 
head. 

 “Peter Parker,” she said, “You‟re a mess. You look like 
you were in an avalanche.” 

 “He‟s not gentle,” Peter agreed as he lay down. “You 
know,” he added as she put rubbing alcohol on a cotton 
swab, “this is the best time for this to happen. If I can 
somehow get this sorted out, then I‟ll know I‟ve reached 
some kind of balance. I‟ll know what I can handle.” 

 “Handle this,” she said playfully, bopping him with a 
pillow. 

 “Oh God,” he said, flinching and recoiling. 

 “Peter!” she said, discarding the pillow. “Oh, I‟m so 
sorry! I didn‟t think—“ 

 He rolled over, pulling her into a close embrace and 
immediately overpowering her. “Hah. Gotcha,” he said. 
“Now, had it been a feather pillow…” 

 “You want first aid or not,” she grinned. 

 “Let me think it over,” he replied, looking into her eyes 
as they breathed each other‟s air. 
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* 

 With the rattling clang and clatter of carelessly 
manipulated cables, the wearied Octavius returned to the 
loft. The Owl was waiting for him, pacing back and forth. 

 “How did it go?” the Owl asked. 

 “I thrashed Parker and Rasputin‟s whelps,” Octavius 
said gleefully as he rubbed his hands together. The cables 
began retracting into his torso. 

 “How do you know Rathputin‟s granddaughter if you 
were defeated in the forties?” the Owl asked. 

 “You have had too much time on your hands to think 
things over,” Octavius said jovially. “Rasputin was a seer, a 
prophet. He looked into his own future and he saw his 
bloodline, he saw a granddaughter that would grow great in 
sorcery and be tainted with evil. He told me of her when I 
became a vampire, so I would be watchful.” 

 “Ah,” the Owl said with a sage nod. 

 “Did you get me food?” Octavius asked sternly. The 
Owl smiled, and led him to the other end of the loft. He 
opened a door and dragged out three bodybags. One of them 
began to feebly twitch, and a low moan came from within. 

 With a satisfied smile, Octavius extended his cables 
again, and plunged one into each bag. The victims twitched, 
gasped; one managed a scream. Then the cables kinked and 
squirmed as they drained blood from their victims. 

 “Better,” Octavius said with a satisfied smile. 

 “I got you a gift,” the Owl said. 

 Octavius arched an eyebrow. “What sort of gift?” he 
asked as his cables slowly retracted from the lumpy flatness 
of the bodybags. 

 “I brought you a friend of Peter Parker. Tomorrow, if 
you threaten the girl Parker will give up.” 



 

250 

 Octavius followed the Owl into the small room, and he 
looked at the young woman tied to the chair, her hair falling 
over her face. 

 “Her name is Gwen Thtathy,” the Owl said, “and it 
would make me feel warm if her killing came upon her.” 

 “That‟s arranged easily enough,” Octavius said with a 
cruel smile. “I will take her with me. It is time to prepare for 
tomorrow night…” 

 

Friday, October 31. Halloween. 

 

 Dawn changed the city from a galaxy of light to planes 
and angles of reflected sun. Illyana watched through her 
scrying pool. As soon as sun lay across the waters and 
illuminated the maze of steel and concrete, Illyana focused 
on her soul sword. 

 As Octavius‟s consciousness ebbed with the coming of 
the dawn, his network loosened its grip enough for Illyana to 
find her blade. With an imperious gesture she pulled it from 
its obfuscated surroundings and gripped the weapon once 
again. While the surroundings were concealed from her scry, 
her Soul Sword was a part of her very spirit, and it could not 
be easily kept from her. 

 “So far so good,” she said, letting the scry fade to black 
and she twirled the blade once, then rested her forehead on it 
in relief. 

 She angled her head, listening, then she gestured. A 
portal opened beside her, and Strange stepped through. 

 “I didn‟t catch you at a bad time, did I?” he asked. 

 “Not at all,” she said. “I‟m just keeping an eye on Parker 
and his wedding efforts. I‟m the wedding coordinator,” she 
added. 
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 Strange nodded. “That‟s fine. I‟m glad you are a part of 
their efforts. I came because I‟m going to be out of town for 
a few days.  Out of touch. You will not be able to find me by 
scrying, I‟ll be a bit further afield. I don‟t want you to be 
concerned. I should be back by Monday at the latest.” 

 “What‟s your plan?” Illyana asked, a bit concerned. 

 “I have a trap laid to get Mordred,” Strange said, “and 
I‟ve got to be ready when he falls into it. I don‟t think it will 
take him long to go after my bait.” 

 “So you‟re going to be all mysterious,” Illyana said wryly. 
“I suppose that‟s your right.” 

 “Indeed,” Strange said with a small nod. “Keep 
everything together while I‟m gone. I am more cautious this 
time. Hopefully I won‟t require a rescue.” He smiled briefly. 

 “Go get him, Strange,” Illyana said seriously. 

 He nodded, and stepped out of her world. 

 With a deep sigh, she plodded up to her throne and sat. 
She wondered why she hadn‟t told him about Octavius. 

 Then she shivered. Might have something to do with the 
bad seed, the family tree… she shook her head. Strange 
didn‟t need to know about this until she had it all figured out. 

 “I‟m running out of time,” she murmured. 

 Standing, she approached her scrying pool. “Okay, 
Octavius. Where are you hiding?” 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT 

 “How‟s my hair?” Mary Jane asked nervously. 

 “Your parents have seen you before,” Peter said, 
somewhat on edge. “They know you‟re beautiful. Relax.” 

 “Right,” Mary Jane said. “Relax.”  
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 The pair walked into the airport terminal, packed with 
travelers. Mary Jane held on to Peter‟s belt as he swiftly 
navigated the crowd, checked the flight‟s arrival time, and 
maneuvered over to the gate where they‟d be getting off. 

 Conversation was impossible, so they waited until the 
passengers started leaving the plane, walking up the tube into 
the terminal.  

 “They‟re going to be close to the end,” Mary Jane said. 
“Dad hates standing in lines. There‟s a certain way things are 
done.” 

 Peter steeled himself and waited stoically. 

 He didn‟t need to be told when Mary Jane‟s parents 
came up the ramp. Her father had sleepy eyes and an 
enormous paunch, thick hair on his neck, a jaunty hat on his 
head and a plaid jacket. Her mother had a pinched and 
worried face, painfully thin, a scarf tied over her head and 
sunglasses that were too big for her. But each one echoed 
Mary Jane. Peter drew in a breath and let it out.  

 “Showtime,” he muttered.  

 “That‟s them!” Mary Jane said, pointing. They headed 
over. 

 “I‟m just saying,” her father said, “for what an airline 
ticket costs they could spring for some peanuts. Hello, 
darling,” he said to Mary Jane, pulling her into a hug. “Would 
this be the lucky groom?” he added, his voice flat as he 
stared at Peter. Mary Jane nodded, putting a bright face on it. 

 “At least you‟re not gay,” her father said to Mary Jane 
with a shrug. He turned to Peter. “I‟m Alonzo Watson, this is 
my wife Angela, pleased to meet you,” he said deliberately as 
he extended his meaty hand. Peter shook his hand. 

 “Pleasure to meet you too,” he said as warmly as he 
could. “I‟m Peter.” 
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 “Enough of this lollygagging around, let‟s get the 
luggage and get out of here. I hate airports. All the sickness 
and disease. It can travel around the country with the speed 
of jets now, a cold can break out in New York and we have it 
in Texas by the end of the day. It‟s very sad. I hope you 
won‟t mind carrying our bags,” he said to Peter as they 
reached the luggage carousel.  

 “Not at all,” Peter said, the smile fixed on his face. 

 “Oh, Angie,” Alonzo said as they waited for the luggage. 
“Here ya go.” He slipped her a folded ten dollar bill. 

 “What‟s that about?” Mary Jane asked, blinking. 

 “I figured your fiancé would stand us up at the airport, 
that‟s all,” Alonzo said. “So glad you could make it, Parker. 
Mary Parker.” He shook his head. “We want you to be 
happy, dear,” he said. 

 “That must be your bag,” Peter said in a voice that was 
supposed to be cheerful. A lumpy orange garment bag was 
slowly headed towards them on the carousel. 

 “Good eyes,” Mary Jane‟s mother said with a nod.  

 “How do you know what our luggage looks like? For all 
you know it could be any of these pieces. That was a good 
guess, Parker. Do you make it a practice to look for other 
people‟s luggage?” 

 “Mary Jane has a matching overnight bag,” Peter said 
evenly. “It‟s not a common color.” He smiled at them as 
hard as he could. 

 “Very sharp,” Mary Jane‟s mother confided to Alonzo. 
He snorted. 

 “You seem like a smart alec,” he said. “I can‟t stand a 
smart alec.” 

 “Me either,” Peter said seriously. “Personally, I think 
they should all be stuck in cattle cars and shipped over the 
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border.” His face betrayed no pain as Mary Jane settled her 
weight on his foot. 

 “Mom, that‟s your bag,” she said. “Great! Grab that and 
we‟re ready to go.” 

 Peter hefted the bags and started threading through the 
crowd, his entourage in tow.  

 “I don‟t know what‟s going to be more fun,” Peter 
muttered so only Mary Jane could hear him as they pushed 
through the crowd. “Tackling Octavius or going to the 
wedding rehearsal.” 

 “Peter,” Mary Jane breathed, “you will behave yourself 
or else. Don‟t make me finish the thought.” 

 Peter sighed. 

 

 “Are you ready for lunch?” Peter asked as Mary Jane 
threaded the car through traffic, the airport far behind. 

 “Yes please,” Mary Jane‟s mother said. 

 “Lunch sounds like a good idea, there‟s nothing like an 
airplane trip to dry you out and work up an appetite,” her 
father added. “They don‟t give you enough oxygen on 
airplanes.” It was quiet for a moment. “Where are we going 
to lunch?” he asked. 

 “Goldens,” Peter said. “It‟s a buffet place. Unless you‟d 
like some pizza.” 

 “Thousands of restaurants in New York and that‟s what 
you pick,” Alonzo said with a shake of his head. “Whaddya 
think, dear, pizza or cafeteria?” 

 “Pizza‟s good,” she replied. 

 “Luckee‟s Pizza it is,” Mary Jane said brightly. “We 
haven‟t been there together in almost two years!” 

 “Yeah, great, I‟m overjoyed, hope they still have pizza,” 
her father grumped. 
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 The rest of the trip passed in awkward quiet. They 
arrived at the pizza place, went inside and took a booth. 

 “Do you think our bags will be safe in the trunk?” 
Alonzo asked. “Crime in New York is legendary.” 

 “It‟ll be safe enough, dad,” she replied. 

 “So Parker,” Alonzo said, re-orienting. “What is it that 
you do for a living. My girl says you are a freelance 
photographer.” 

 “Yes, for the Planetary,” Peter said. 

 “What kind of pictures do you do? Planets?” he said, 
smiling blandly at his own joke. 

 “It‟s a popular science magazine,” Peter said. “They do 
monthly themes, and I try to get pictures of what they‟re 
after.” 

 “Try to get pictures,” Alonzo said. “Do you sometimes 
not get pictures?” 

 “No, I do,” Peter said. “I‟m kind of looking around to 
see if that‟s what I want to do for the next few years. It‟s a 
good job, got me through college, and my boss is a great 
guy.” 

 “Well that‟s important,” Alonzo said with a 
condescending nod. “Is this something you can support a 
wife on? A kid?” 

 “Half pepperoni and half sausage looks good,” Mary 
Jane said, intently studying the menu. 

 “Right,” Peter said. “I‟ll go order. And I need to wash 
my hands. I‟ll be back,” he said with a strained smile. 

 “Nice boy,” Mary Jane‟s mother noted. 

 Her father snorted. “He could use a haircut and about 
ten pounds. Too scrawny. Is that the fashion these days, that 
jacket he was wearing? Mary honey, are you positive about 
this?” her father asked, concerned. 
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 “Yes,” she said firmly. 

 “Have you met his father?” her mother chimed in. 
“That‟s how you can tell what kind of man he‟ll turn out to 
be, just look at his father. He seems to be tense, dear. Did 
you think he seemed tense? It‟s just very strange that he 
hasn‟t wanted to meet us. And he has a limp. Why is he 
limping? Is he clumsy? Into sports? I hope he doesn‟t limp at 
the wedding.” 

 Alonzo shook his head. “He has debt, doesn‟t he. He 
looks like he has debt. Seems downtrodden. When I married 
your mother, I didn‟t have debt. We didn‟t have much, but 
there weren‟t any credit cards then that brought us down. If 
you get married to him, I don‟t want our little girl having to 
go broke. Maybe you can do better. Have you looked 
around? Whassamatta? Hey, Mary, we‟re talking to you, 
answer us, we‟re your parents.” 

 “Look, I‟m sorry,” Mary Jane said, trying to hold her 
temper. “I chose Peter Parker.” 

 “I hope you don‟t get sorrier,” her father said in a blaze 
of witty rhetoric. Peter returned to the table. 

 “All set,” he said. 

 “Good. I‟m hungry,” Alonzo said. “This place, are they 
slow? Fast? I hate it when they don‟t put enough toppings 
on. Remember the last time we were here? Barely any 
pepperoni.” 

 Mary Jane leaned her head back and counted to ten. 

 

 Mary Jane and Peter rode in the car, finally alone 
together, in stony silence. 

 “Just couldn‟t let it go,” Mary Jane said. 

 “He was nagging me about finances all through lunch,” 
Peter said, his voice tight. “Sorry. It seemed like the thing to 
do at the time.” 
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 “You could have let him pay for lunch. That would have 
been a bright spot,” Mary Jane said through tight lips. 

 “And ten years from now when we get together for 
Christmas he‟d probably tell a story about how the first time 
he met me he had to pay for lunch. I felt I was going to have 
to pay one way or the other.” He let out a deep sigh and ran 
his hands through his hair. “God. At least they live in Texas. 
How can you stand those people?” 

 “Look, Parker,” she said in a hard voice, eyes riveted to 
the road. “You may not like them, but they are my parents. 
Alright? I know they aren‟t easy to live with. But I don‟t 
think I need to sit here and listen to you run them down. Are 
we clear?” 

 “Crystal,” he said shortly.  

 Silence settled once more until they reached Peter‟s 
apartment. “You coming upstairs?” he asked quietly as Mary 
Jane parked the car. 

 “I suppose,” she said. “For a minute. I can call and 
double check my manicure appointment at two.” 

 “Good deal,” Peter said with a nod. “I got a haircut 
about then. Seems wrong to pay twenty bucks for a haircut,” 
he said as they got out of the car.  

 A minute later he let them into the apartment. He 
strolled over to the answering machine; a message. 

 Eep “Peter, this is Mr. Stacy. Urm… not sure how to 
ask this. Gwen didn‟t come home last night. I was wondering 
if maybe you knew where she is. It‟s just after noon now and 
I haven‟t seen her. It‟s okay if there‟s some batchlorette party 
or something, I just wasn‟t sure. If you could give me a call 
back I‟d appreciate it.” Eep 

 Peter and Mary Jane exchanged a worried look. 

 “No party?” Peter said. 
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 “I have no idea where Gwen might be,” Mary Jane said, 
nervous. 

 “I bet I know who does,” Peter said, his voice hard. He 
picked up the phone, called Illyana‟s cell phone. “This is 
Peter. Scry for Gwen, she‟s missing. Get back to me as soon 
as possible.” He slammed the phone down, scowling. 

 “I could search this city, take it apart top to bottom, and 
still have no luck finding her,” he said. “Tonight I‟ve got to 
do something about Octavius before the wedding rehearsal. I 
simply don‟t have enough time to pull this off.” 

 “Get a haircut,” Mary Jane said. “And when you fight 
Octavius, tell him to leave your face alone. I do not want to 
have to Photoshop our wedding pics. I‟ve got to go get ready 
for the wedding. You go do your thing.” 

 “Will do,” Peter nodded, his eyes glinting with 
something beyond anger. “I might be a little late to the 
rehearsal.” 

 “Peter, my love,” Mary Jane said sincerely, “I 
understand.” 

* 

 Peter was headed for the subway when his senses picked 
up someone pursuing him. He turned to see Illyana 
shouldering through the afternoon crowd on the sidewalk. 
He waited for her. 

 “Parker!” she shouted. “I got your message. I found 
her.” 

 “Let‟s go,” Peter said, taking her elbow and guiding her 
into a coffee shop. They headed for a booth, then dark light 
flared and they were gone. 

 “There she is,” Illyana said as her legs twisted to their 
goat shapes and horns unfurled from her forehead, a tail 
whipping behind her. The scrying pool rippled, and Peter 
saw Gwen. 
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 Her face was dirty, she was crying and alarmed, confined 
in a close dark space. 

 “Get her out of there,” Peter said breathlessly. 

 “Can‟t,” Illyana said with a shrug. “I tried. She‟s tied into 
Octavius‟s network, so I can‟t pull her out even if he is 
asleep.” 

 “It‟s about four thirty,” Peter said, swiftly calculating. 
“Overcast day. We don‟t have much time before Octavius is 
on the move.” 

 “Let‟s go,” Illyana said as she grasped her sword. 

 “Hey,” Peter said, hesitating. “Is that thing bigger than I 
remember it?” 

 Illyana smiled, a cold and vicious smile. “My power has 
grown,” she said. “So has the symbol of it.” The rune-traced 
blade was now a full two handed sword, nearly six feet long. 
She gripped it and swung it as though its weight simply 
provided additional power to her blows. 

 “What the hell,” Peter said with a shrug. “It‟s 
Halloween, right?” He stepped behind one of the standing 
stones, and a few seconds later he came back around it. He 
tossed his clothes in a heap. He wore form fitting black 
mesh, smoothing over him and rendering him dark and sleek. 
Two pale eye spots covered his eyes in the black mask as he 
pulled it down over his face.  “Now let‟s go,” he said. 

 The stepping disk flared. 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY NINE 

 The pair stood in full costume on the top of one of the 
bridge pylons for the George Washington Bridge, a feat of 
engineering majesty. The wind tunelessly crooned through 
the cables as the suspension bridge slowly swayed. Traffic 
flowed fifty feet below. 
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 “Oh. Cables. A suspension bridge. Is anybody but me 
having a „duh‟ moment here?” Peter asked no one in 
particular. 

 “Peter,” Illyana said. “Gwen is nearby. I can‟t pinpoint it 
any closer than this, though.” 

 “Right,” Peter said. He relaxed, letting the spider ghost‟s 
senses unfurl around him. Illyana watched the light fade from 
the sky. She shifted her grip on her sword and slid down into 
an effortless crouch on her haunches, her tail fluttering in the 
chill wind that whipped over the bridge. 

 Time passed uncounted. 

 “Under the bridge,” Peter said tersely. “Something is 
moving under the bridge. Sounds and feels like loose cables.” 

 “Let‟s go,” Illyana said, rising. 

 “Mind if I carry you?” Peter asked. 

 Illyana hesitated a moment, then shrugged. “Okay,” she 
said. 

 Peter grasped her waist and vaulted off the top of the 
bridge. Illyana bit back a scream as her stomach lurched with 
the sickening drop of unsupported free-fall. 

 With a peculiar „whizz‟ like tearing silk, Peter fired off a 
stream of web and turned their fall into a graceful arc that 
swooped them under the bridge to sail up towards its 
underside. He let go of the web as they drifted up with an 
odd sense of weightlessness. Slapping against the underside 
of the bridge, Peter hung by two fingers, lightly holding 
Illyana in the other hand. 

 “Hokay,” Illyana said unsteadily. “Remind me to never, 
ever do that again.” 

 Peter tossed her up at the underside of the girders. She 
caught on to one and scrabbled up to hunch in a nook. She 
glanced around, then froze as she saw the pudgy man slowly 



 

   261 

swaying, hanging from the underside of the bridge by a single 
cable. 

 “About time you kids joined the party,” Octavius said, 
his voice slow and slurred. Peter could immediately tell 
Octavius wasn‟t fully awake yet. “Are you ready for another 
beating?” 

 “Oh yeah,” Peter pattered. “I‟m collecting the whole set 
of beatings from delusional and psychotic vampire scientists. 
Yours is Number Eighteen, right between Hyde and 
Renfield.” 

 “Force his hand,” Illyana hissed at Peter from her hiding 
place. “I won‟t go far.” The stepping disk flared around her, 
and Peter was alone with Octavius, slowly swinging in the 
steady swirl of wind under the suspension bridge. 

 Octavius swung towards him with a pair of cables, and 
one shot towards Peter. Peter released the webline, dropping 
as he fired out another pair of webs. One slapped across a 
cable in a sticky blob, the other hit the edge of the bridge‟s 
underside. Peter swung away, tugging on Octavius, who 
simply whirled and snapped the restraining webline. 

 “You‟re like some kind of big dangly wire dust bunny,” 
Peter said, snapping out another line and twirling away, firing 
a line at random and letting it go as cables sang through the 
air after him, seeking blood, still groggy in the twilight. 

 Octavius hopped and sprang after him, arms crossed 
over his chest, decidedly unamused as his four cable arms 
scrabbled and swooped his blocky body around under the 
bridge, trying to pace the maddened spider ghost. “Yes, that‟s 
it,” he soothed. “Prance and dance and swing about. With 
each passing second I become stronger, faster. Can you say 
the same?” 

 “You‟re boring me,” Peter snapped, letting his patience 
fray. “Quit talking a fight and come over here and make me 
hold still, you ridiculous rotting sack of self-important 
freakish also-ran has-been. If you know so much about the 
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darkstone, just spank me and take the power back.” He let 
himself flip with a flourish, firing out another line that tugged 
him just out of reach of the hissing cables. He noticed that 
Octavius had replaced his damaged cables with new ones 
after their fight the previous night. 

 “You will never again see the sun,” Octavius shouted. 
“Tonight is my night! Tonight I will crush you, I will slay 
your women, I will destroy your place in history and then 
you will beg me to finish you! And I shall, for I am generous. 
Or perhaps I will make you immortal and crippled, that I 
may enjoy your torment for an eternity of night that shall 
spread across the globe as I once again serve the forces of 
corruption that will drink the civilization of man in a single 
screaming drought.” 

 “Hoo, a delusional ex-Nazi traitor,” Peter pattered. 
“Dude, those glasses have got to go. Check these moves out.” 
 He snapped a webline into the bridge over Octavius‟s 
head. The cables reflectively snatched at it, and the sudden 
force plucked Peter out of the air and flung him at Octavius. 
As Peter flew at him, his world was reduced to sensing 
cables; the water far below glittered with the sheen of light 
that lay across it from the city that was never truly dark, and 
above cars roared past oblivious, the wind strummed the 
harp of the bridge; Peter felt himself oddly at peace and at 
once fully present and absent as the screaming cables slashed 
through the air lusting for his blood. 

 He slapped one to the side, curling along it and tucking 
his legs up as another fired through where his knees had 
been. As though the moves had been choreographed, he 
spun in the air and took only a glancing hit from the cable 
that had missed and yanked itself in close, pushing through 
air instead of the small of his back. 

 As he flipped upside down, he slapped his feet onto the 
underside of the bridge and contracted his torso, his head 
whipping forward with the entire force of his leap, with all 
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the muscular tensile strength the canny spider ghost could 
command. 

 With a  resounding crack, his forehead slammed into 
Octavius‟s face, smashing into his horn-rimmed glasses and 
snapping them at the bridge, embedding glass in Octavius‟s 
flesh. Peter rebounded, bending up backwards and firing 
webs in two directions. As the cables flailed at him 
awkwardly, he managed to twist around them and use his 
leaning momentum to control the elasticity of the webs, 
sliding clear in an oblique path. He flipped in midair, fired 
out another webline, and was out of Octavius‟s range in a 
smooth whirling glide.  

 “What?” he said as he whooshed back through the air. 
“I missed that gloating. Speak up.” He slapped against the 
pylon, the soles of his feet adhering to it as he rested his 
shoulderblades against the chill concrete. His eyes narrowed. 
“Welcome to my century, you son of a bitch.” 

 A certain restraint fell away in Peter‟s chest. He felt a 
chilly rage race through his veins, a certainty that he was fully 
capable of killing the thing that hung beneath the bridge. 
Something ancient and dark that resided in the marrow of his 
bones, in the depths of his inhuman instinct, felt itself given 
free rein. This thing did not live. It could not be killed. 

 But it could be stopped. 

 Peter let Octavius feel his smile. 

 The vampire swung gently in the breeze, hanging by a 
pair of cables. His face oozed as bits of thick glass were 
pushed out of it by his healing flesh. One eye was torn, the 
eyeball punctured by chunks of lens. Octavius let a sneer dig 
lines in his visage as he regarded the bit of bone, meat, and 
skin that taunted him. 

 “I will kill you, Parker,” he hissed. “Fate will not be 
denied.” 



 

264 

 “Maybe it‟s Parker fate to keep kicking your sorry ass,” 
Peter snapped back. And the weblines were out. He whirled 
back towards Octavius. “We can‟t both be right. Bring it on.” 

 Peter snapped out a glob of web that slopped across one 
of the frayed cable ends. As Octavius swung, the cable‟s 
frayed end was too gooped to grasp the underside of the 
bridge, so another cable took over. Peter fired out a few 
more wads, but Octavius was wise to his tactic, and the 
cables thrashed and twirled, providing Octavius with an odd 
balance that kept him swinging round and about under the 
bridge, unpredictable. Peter stayed well out of the way. 

 “How much web? Before you tire?” Octavius snarled 
maliciously. 

 Peter was closing again, snapping a webline up under the 
bridge that was too long so he dropped and was tugged back 
up by the elastic web, hanging weightless for a moment as his 
wrists lined up on his enemy. 

 Three cables slashed at him, wriggling with a vicious and 
limited intelligence of their own. Peter‟s hands reflexively 
snatched the cable and reached for another, curling into a 
ball as he smashed them together, their frayed ends 
frantically twisting. Thick web shot from his spinerettes, his 
forearms flexing with the unnatural force of the spat web. 
His leg shot out like a piston, catching Octavius in the bridge 
of the nose. The impact of the kick fired Peter clear, and he 
twirled and slapped at cable as he fell out of range. Web shot 
up and pulled him into a trajectory that let him slap against 
the side of another pylon. 

 “You are quick,” Octavius growled, almost to himself. 
“I tire of chasing you. Your feeble blows cannot stop me. 
You cannot even begin to understand what I am. Surrender 
to me or I will destroy you.” 

 “Or how about you quit posturing and actually do some 
fighting?” Peter said, trying not to sound out of breath. 
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“Sooner or later I‟m going to bash that ugly face right in and 
you‟ll have to reach into your head to wipe your nose.” 

 Octavius pulled himself up so his hands slapped palm 
first against the underside of the bridge. His good eye rolled 
back in his head as his lips twitched in a paroxysm of effort. 
Peter felt a ripple pass through the bridge, then the pylon 
across the way from him quivered. A chunk fell out of it, and 
two cables lowered from it. They held Gwen, unconscious 
and grimy and slightly bloodied. One cable wrapped around 
her chest, the other around her head. Octavius leered at 
Peter. 

 “Well then,” he said brightly. “Isn‟t this a surprise!” He 
thoughtfully regarded Gwen‟s limp body. “I was going to put 
her on the list of Parker women to slaughter, but I thought 
she might be a useful spectator to our little game of tag. Do 
you think I should crush her ribs, or her head, or just twist 
her head right off?” 

 Peter said nothing, watchful as rage seethed through him 
like a swarm of wasps. “Understand me,” he said. “You have 
the power to kill this girl, and you can make me watch. But if 
you do, there is nothing on this world or any other that will 
stop me from holding your heart in my hand.” He glanced 
around for Illyana. This was as forced as he could make 
Octavius‟s hand. He suddenly realized how grateful he was 
that in this moment he was not alone. 

 Right on time, Illyana‟s disk flared and dropped her, 
sword swiftly chopping. She mightily whacked the sword 
through the two cables that held Gwen; by the time Octavius 
realized she was present and sent the killing command 
through the cables they were severed. 

 Peter tucked into a somersault and kicked off the 
bottom of the bridge, firing himself down pushing against 
gravity as he slid through the air after Gwen. She fell, heavy 
cable still wrapped around her unconscious form. Peter 
heard the clattering bang of cables on girders as Octavius 
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raced after him, but he filtered that out. Only one thing 
mattered. Only catching Gwen in time to fire a webline. 

 He knew it was already too late. He was not capable of 
giving up. Flexing his web sacs as hard as he could, he fired 
out a thin stream of webbing that tapped Gwen. He reeled 
her in as best he could as the vast, dizzying expanse of light-
dappled waves rushed closer. 

 He touched her as a stepping disk flared. He barely 
registered Limbo flashing past as another disk flared and he 
found himself falling out over the river, fifty feet or so from 
the bridge and a hundred feet off the surface of the water. 
He caught Gwen easily and fired web out, adjusting their 
trajectory to whirl over to the bridge. 

 Octavius screeched rage as the stepping disk robbed him 
of his prey. 

 “Unclean thing,” Illyana snapped coldly. “Your business 
is with me.” Her gray cloak swirled around her goat legs 
where she perched on the broken hole in the pylon where 
Gwen had been concealed. The square amulet at her throat 
gleamed, and she leveled the two handed soulsword at 
Octavius in a single menacing gesture. “You want to tell me 
about my grandfather now?” she said imperiously. 

 “Why the coy act?” Octavius snapped impatiently. “You 
are drenched in the stink of Belasco, Rasputin‟s demon 
master. Why do you pretend you do not know what is going 
on?” He hissed frustration, and his cables all tensed at once. 

 Illyana reflexively pulled back into the hollow, but it was 
already too late. Octavius sprang. Her amulet blazed out at 
him, burning through his vampiric energy as he slammed 
against the pylon. Cables whirled and snapped and blasted 
chunks of concrete and steel out of the way as one cable 
writhed into Illyana‟s space, intent on pinning and crushing 
her. 

 She whipped the sword around, taking one cable off 
mere feet from Octavius‟s belly, and she shouted “Cttrock 
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bandalia!” as a flare of red energy spun into existence around 
her as a screen. Octavius braced himself with his sturdy legs 
as his cables whipped around her mystic defense. 

 “Seconds,” he sneered, his remaining eye livid. “You 
have seconds.” His cables began squeezing into the defense as 
Illyana‟s knees bent, her hand thrust out and her head bowed 
as the barrier began to buckle. 

 Peter‟s hands fired into Octavius‟s back, sinking into his 
flesh and curling fingertips around his shoulderblades. Peter 
kicked off the underside of the bridge as he gripped 
Octavius. Startled, the vampire had no time to disentangle his 
cables, and only one held him on the bridge. As he whirled 
out of the way, Peter yanked his bloody hands free and he 
snatched the cable, tugging it off the girder with his 
incredible strength. 

 “Clear!” he shouted as Octavius flailed with one of his 
cables, relaxing the others. Octavius realized what was 
happening just in time to make eye contact with the demon 
sorcereress as she thrust her mystic blade through her 
defense, past his cables, and right through his withered heart. 

 The scream that burst from his throat could not have 
come from a living being. As the cables writhed clear and 
twirled in confusion, Illyana kicked off his chest with her 
goat hooves, tearing her blade clear and pushing up into the 
air and through the hissing mass of suddenly stupid cables. 

Seconds later, her fall dropped her into a stepping 
disk as Octavius slammed against the river‟s surface with 
shattering impact. 

 Peter watched as the surface grew still again. A slow 
smile curled across his face.  

 

 By the time Peter got to where he had left Gwen laying 
on the service walkway of the bridge, Illyana was kneeling 
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over her and checking her breath and pulse. She looked up, 
her red eyes dimly gleaming in the dark.  

 “She‟ll be fine,” Illyana said. Peter breathed out a sigh of 
relief. Illyana stood up, and for a moment they regarded each 
other. 

 Peter held his hand up, and Illyana slapped it. “You 
rock,” she said.  

 “Oh no, girlfriend, you rock,” Peter said with a weary 
grin. 

 “No no,” Illyana said as she leaned against the railing. 
“You rock, web-head.” 

 “Okay,” Peter said. “I rock. Now let‟s get to the 
wedding rehearsal that starts in five minutes.” 

 “Five minutes?” Illyana said. “Damn we‟re good.” 

 Peter chuckled, glancing down at his mesh. “I gotta 
change,” he said. He shook his head. “Happy Halloween.” 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY 

 “So that‟s pretty much it,” Reverend Pulchester said, 
blinking his rheumy eyes at Peter and Mary Jane. “You‟re 
sure you can explain it all to Gwen?” he asked. 

 “You bet,” Mary Jane nodded. “We‟ve made it as simple 
as possible.” 

 He nodded. “I sure hope she gets to feeling better. That 
just leaves one more thing,” he said, leaning in close to them. 
“Your vows. Do you have them written?” 

 “Almost done,” Peter said with a sheepish smile. “I‟ll get 
them to you tomorrow, promise.” 

 “Me too,” Mary Jane echoed with a disarming bat of her 
eyelashes. 
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 “Okay,” the reverend shrugged. “See to it that you do. 
Well, we‟re done here.” 

 “Thanks,” Mary Jane said. “Are you available to come to 
the rehearsal dinner with us?” she asked. 

 “I‟m afraid not,” he said. He sighed. “My wife needs 
help handing out candy to children. I‟m late.” 

 “Well thanks for your help,” Mary Jane said. She turned 
to the group of tired people in the sanctuary. “Okay, gang,” 
she said. “Let‟s go to the Sailboat Café, we have reservations 
for thirty minutes ago. Move like you got a purpose!” she 
commanded. 

 Her parents picked up their coats and shuffled toward 
the exit, and Harry joined them, along with Tyrone. Illyana 
walked over to Peter and Mary Jane. 

 “You took care of it, I trust,” Mary Jane said under her 
breath. 

 “Yes,” Peter said. “Illyana bisected his heart and 
dropped him in the river. He‟s done.” 

 Mary Jane breathed a sigh of relief. “Great. Look, 
Illyana. Peter and I need to go to this dinner. Can you and 
Tandy help Gwen out?” 

 “Am I or am I not the wedding coordinator?” Illyana 
replied with a wry smile. “Go. I‟ll deal with it. Gwen will be 
all ready for your wedding tomorrow.” 

 “Right,” Mary Jane said. She turned to Peter. “You 
intact?” 

 “Isn‟t this a little late in the process for you to be 
suddenly interested in my history?” Peter said, arching an 
eyebrow. 

 Mary Jane rolled her eyes. “He‟s easier to deal with when 
he‟s in a lot of pain,” she confided in Illyana. “C‟mon, you 
lug,” she said, grabbing Peter‟s arm and dragging him 
towards the exit. Illyana watched them go with a fond smile, 
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then headed into the back of the church, up the stairs to a 
classroom. 

 “How is she?” she said, stepping into a dim room. 
Tandy looked up. Gwen was laying on the floor, a coat 
draped over her and another under her head. 

 “She took quite a physical and mental shock, but she‟ll 
be fine,” Tandy said quietly.  

 “Can you watch over her tonight?” Illyana asked. “I 
mean, maybe you could go have a sleepover at the Stacy 
residence. Her father is going to be out of his skull with 
worry.” 

 “I specialize in diplomatic missions,” Tandy said wryly. 
“I‟ll handle it.” She looked at Illyana, and for a moment 
Illyana had the unsettling feeling that Tandy was looking into 
her, through her very soul. Tandy stood and stepped near to 
her. 

 “You did a good job, Illyana,” Tandy said quietly. She 
pulled her into a gentle hug, as though that were a natural 
thing to do. She held Illyana at arms length and looked into 
her eyes with a quiet smile. “Peter and Mary Jane are a bit 
rattled. You should go with them to dinner.” 

 Illyana felt strange, dislocated, at peace. She had a lump 
in her throat, and she felt unshed tears glimmering in her 
eyes for no reason she could explain. Then a stepping disk 
flared around her and she was gone. 

 Tandy sighed, kneeling by Gwen. She touched the side 
of her face, and a ripple of Light passed through her hand. 
Gwen stirred, and her eyes fluttered open. 

 “Whu?” she said. 

 “It‟s time to go home,” Tandy said softly. 

* 

 Later, Illyana and Peter and Mary Jane followed Mary 
Jane‟s parents to Mary Jane‟s car.  
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 “Go ahead and take them to your place,” Peter said to 
Mary Jane. “It‟s been great,” he said to them with a small 
wave.  

 “See ya tomorrow, if you show up,” Mary Jane‟s father 
said. He got into the car without looking back. Peter sighed. 

 “I‟m gonna catch a ride with Illyana,” he said with a 
gesture, a slightly hunted look in his eyes. 

 Mary Jane chuckled, bone weary. She shook her head, 
then kissed Peter on the cheek. “Be safe,” she said. “I‟ll see 
you tomorrow.” She got into the car, started it up, and drove 
off. 

 “You are a brave man,” Illyana said reflectively as she 
watched them drive away. “Those people… they won‟t be 
the ones I think of when I‟m saving the world.” She grinned 
ruefully. 

 “Yeah,” Peter said, stuffing his hands in the pockets of 
his windbreaker. “I just keep telling myself I‟m marrying MJ, 
not her family.” 

 “Hey, now that we have a chance to talk, I gotta tell you 
you‟re pretty good in a fight, bub,” she said as she playfully 
socked his shoulder. He chuckled at that. 

 “Bub?” 

 “Bub,” she nodded. “I guess I misjudged you.” She 
shrugged. “Anyway, I‟m excited about tomorrow. And 
before I came to dinner, I checked to see if I could pick up 
Octavius‟s signal.” She shook her head. “I couldn‟t find him, 
but scrying underwater is tricky at best.” 

 “He might show up again,” Peter said with a shrug. “I‟ll 
let you know if he does. Sorry you didn‟t find out more 
about your grandfather.” 

 “I‟m not,” she said distantly. “I don‟t think I want to 
know. Upon reflection. Doesn‟t matter who my grandfather 
was. What matters,” she said, looking at Peter, “is who I am.” 
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 “Damn straight,” Peter said softly. He smiled at her 
crookedly.  

 She glanced around, then gestured, and a stepping disk 
swirled up around them. 

 A moment later, Peter was deposited in his living room. 

 “I am so damn jealous that I can‟t see straight,” he 
muttered to himself. “How come I can‟t traverse time and 
space with a stray thought? No, I get stuck with a snide 
spider id.” 

 Wouldn’t you rather see what you’re swinging over? 

 “Yeah,” Peter sighed. “Utility is ever the enemy of 
aesthetics.” He grinned. 

 Atta boy. 

 Peter sat on his couch, picking up a clipboard with blank 
sheets of paper on it. “Time to scribble and crumple our way 
to some vows.” 

 I’ll help. 

 “Gawd,” Peter sighed. “It‟s gonna be a long night.” 

* 

 Illyana sighed, her breath pluming before her face. She 
looked up at the bank of apartments, and she saw Mary 
Jane‟s light still on.  

 “Sleep well,” Illyana said, every fiber of her body and 
soul aching with the day‟s exertions. She gently shook her 
head, then started on a long walk. She began to understand 
how the weight of his responsibility, the vulnerability of his 
charges, kept Strange awake on long walks deep into the 
sleepless morning hours. She chose a path randomly into the 
wild landscape of electricity, steel, and concrete. Her steps 
were deliberate and sure. 

 Try as she might, she wasn‟t sure she could outpace her 
loneliness. 
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 Inside, Mary Jane lay flat on her stomach on the couch, 
her feet sticking up in the air. She doodled a sun, added 
sunglasses, a fluffy cloud, a dead flower, a boxy sort of Mac 
truck. 

 “Having trouble, dear?” her mother asked as she padded 
over with a mug of hot chocolate. 

 “Just, you know, vows. Just between us, it‟s hard,” she 
confided, glancing down the hallway to where her father was 
loudly gargling. 

 “I know, dear,” her mother said. “Your grandparents 
didn‟t agree with my choice either. But when it‟s love,” she 
sighed, glancing at the ceiling with a secret smile. 

 “Yeah,” Mary Jane grinned. “I may be insane, but he‟s 
my pick.” 

 Her mother patted her hand. “Keep doodling, dear. 
When the words are ready, they‟ll come to you. Just be sure 
to get some sleep tonight.” She toddled off down the short 
hallway to Mary Jane‟s room, where her parents were 
sleeping. 

 Mary Jane let the smile that bloomed in her chest show 
on her face. She added rays to her sun, and scribbled a 
scorpion. Then she scrawled „I love Peter Parker‟ in the 
margin. 

 “It‟s a start,” she said. 

* 

 Gwen and Tandy sat cross legged on the floor of 
Gwen‟s room. 

 “You ladies are alright, you‟re sure,” Mr. Stacy said 
seriously from the doorway. 

 “I‟m fine, dad,” Gwen said. “I really am sorry I forgot to 
tell you about the slumber party. I promise I won‟t do it 
again.” 
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 “Well, if there‟s anything you ladies need,” he said, “I‟ll 
be up for a few more hours.” He looked bone weary from 
his vigil during his daughter‟s absence. 

 “Thank you, Mr. Stacy,” Tandy smiled at him. 

 “Okay then,” he said, and he headed down the stairs. 

 They were quiet for a moment, and Tandy leaned over 
and pushed the door shut. 

 “What really happened, Tandy?” Gwen asked quietly, 
the echo of fear in her eyes. 

 Tandy thought about the question for a minute. “Well,” 
she said slowly, “it was a Parker Moment.” 

 “Ah,” Gwen said. “And everything‟s okay now?” 

 “Yes,” Tandy nodded with certainty. 

 “I don‟t think I need to know any more,” Gwen said, 
looking away. “Thanks for spending the night. I feel a bit 
wobbly.” 

 “No problem,” Tandy said with a smile. She rolled over 
to sit on her inflatable mattress on the floor. “Want to make 
some popcorn and giggle about boys until the wee hours, 
make it a proper sleepover?” 

 “Now you‟re talking,” Gwen said with a broad smile. 

* 

 The glass office door drifted open slowly, the peculiar 
silhouette of the Owl framed in the doorway. He hesitantly 
entered, and got down on his knees, bowing his head. 

 “You must already know I failed,” he said miserably. 

 Mordred turned from his view of the gleaming city, a 
benign smile on his face. “Of course I know how it turned 
out. I watched with great interest.” He seated himself at his 
desk. “What do you think I will do to you now?” 
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 The Owl shuddered. “I beg for a quick death,” he said 
in a quiet voice. 

 “That is because you do not understand me,” Mordred 
said softly. “I don‟t mind losing.” The Owl looked up, 
surprised. Mordred chuckled. 

 “You see,” he said, “even a failed attempt has brought 
grief and disorientation, dislocation and fear at every turn. 
See what chaos I have accomplished in Strange‟s ranks. That 
is why I use others, why I have struck with agents. Doom is 
the exception, and his excruciating torment as he begs for 
death will be legendary. I‟ll settle him after I deal with 
Strange. But that‟s a separate case from what we‟re dealing 
with here. I will eventually win. I have the time.” 

 He regarded the Owl for a long moment, and the silence 
grew weighty. 

 “You obeyed my orders precisely,” Mordred said. “You 
did not interfere. You did not involve yourself. You did not 
tip your hand or reveal your presence in Octavius‟s scheme. 
They have no idea you had anything to do with the attack. 
Octavius had every chance to succeed, but his failure is not 
on your head. You preformed flawlessly. And now I will 
send you to hide. When the time for your great purpose 
comes, you will be ready. Do you understand?” 

 “Yeth, Mathter,” the Owl said gratefully. “Truly you are 
great.” 

 “That‟s why I‟m going to have to take things into my 
own hands,” Mordred said sourly. He regarded the Owl. 
“You are dismissed. We will meet again.” 

 The Owl bowed deeply. Then he turned and scurried 
out. Mordred stood, and looked out the window once more. 

 “If you want something done right, you have to do it 
yourself,” Mordred murmured to himself. A slow smile 
creased his face. 
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CHAPTER THIRTY ONE 

Saturday, November 11 

 The entire morning of frantic preparation seemed 
nothing more than a strange dream. As Peter and Mary Jane 
stood facing each other; he was trim and snazzy in his 
tuxedo, she was stunning in her sleek and simple wedding 
dress. The church was comfortably full, but not packed. The 
happy couple was more than delighted to let Illyana handle 
the guest book, the gift table, and the frantic phone calls to 
the wedding photographer who had not yet arrived. 

 Behind Peter, Harry and Tyrone were slim and tall and 
debonair. Behind Mary Jane, Gwen was radiant and tearful, 
quietly sniffling, and Tandy looked on the proceedings with 
an introspective smile. 

 Mary Jane had already been given away, and her parents 
sat next to Aunt May. It was finally time to exchange the 
vows. 

 Peter held up his slightly creased and bent index card, 
glancing from it to Mary Jane. “I would fight monsters for 
you,” he said with a bemused smile. “You give me a reason 
to fly.” His hand lowered, the card at his side. “When no one 
in the world sees who I am, you will see into my soul for the 
truth. In the darkest night, you are my reason to come home. 
I love you now more than the infatuated guy you first met 
could ever imagine. I will love you all of my days,” he said, 
his voice unsteady by the end and his eyes glimmering with 
unshed tears. 

 Tears were rolling down Mary Jane‟s face. She breathed 
in, then out, and she raised a bit of notebook paper that had 
been folded over to a quarter its size. She cleared her throat, 
then looked at Peter. 

 “Your love is worth the risk of loving you,” she said in a 
trembling voice. She glanced down at her paper; it rattled as 
her hand shook uncontrollably. “You make me warm when it 
is cold,” she said. “You are my knight in shining armor. I‟ll 
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be there for you whether you win or lose life‟s little battles.” 
She managed a smile, looking back into his eyes. “I love the 
way you see things that other people never will. For richer or 
poorer, in sickness or in health, I‟ll be your one true love,” 
she managed.  

 The first strains of “Endless Love” started playing as 
they headed for the unity candle. 

 

 “Ode to Joy” was still playing as Peter and Mary Jane 
and the wedding party formed up in the receiving line except 
for Tyrone, who got to single-handedly usher the 
congregation out. Illyana darted over to Peter and Mary Jane. 

 “Your photographer is in jail for indecent exposure. I 
know, it‟s a horrible joke that would be funny if it wasn‟t 
true,” she said in a low voice. 

 “My bag,” Peter said, “It has a camera.” 

 “Damnation,” Illyana said, rolling her eyes. “I had no 
idea it would be this exciting coordinating your wedding! 
Okay, okay, I‟ll get it.” She scampered off as the first people 
walked through the line. Mary Jane sniffed and rubbed at her 
eyes with a handkerchief. 

 “This is why I didn‟t wear mascara today,” she said to 
Peter. 

 “Me either,” he nodded sagely. 

 Brilhart came through the line, looking dapper in his 
gray suit. He shook Mary Jane‟s hand formally, and there was 
a glint in his eye as he came to Peter. 

 “You would fight monsters, huh,” he said. 

 “Absolutely,” Peter said, his face serious and his eyes 
merry. 

 “I think you really would,” Brilhart said, a small smile 
finding its way to his lips. “Good luck with married life, 
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Parker. Couldn‟t happen to a nicer guy.” He clapped him on 
the shoulder, and moved on. 

 

 As the crowd filed out in an orderly fashion, Robert 
Burns turned to his escort, Elsbeth Montessi. “So do you 
want to dance at the reception?” he asked. 

 “Sure,” she said with a smile. “I was hoping to see a few 
more of my friends here. Maybe we don‟t have to stay for 
long.” 

 “Good,” Robert nodded. “How about we just skip the 
reception. I‟d like to show you my place here in New York.” 

 “That sounds great, Robert,” Elsbeth said. She stood as 
he did, and under Tyrone‟s expert direction they left the 
sanctuary. 

 

 “Congratulations,” Dani said to Mary Jane, giving her a 
brief hug. “I know you two are gonna be so happy together.” 
She smiled fondly at Mary Jane and then shook Peter‟s hand. 
“Good luck!” she said. Then she was done with the receiving 
line, and as she milled back into the crowd she saw a familiar 
white shock of hair. Looking closer, she saw Robert leading 
Elsbeth out of the church. She moved over to the window, 
blinking. Were they leaving her here? 

 Then she saw Robert, and a peculiar flash of insight 
came to her as her talent with auras hiccupped. 

 “He‟s not human,” she said, her heart skipping a beat. 

 Mordred. 

 All the pieces came together for Dani in a way she could 
not herself explain, but she knew beyond a doubt that 
Mordred had just taken Elsbeth Montessi and he meant her 
great harm. 

 Dani‟s heart raced as she stared around the foyer wildly. 
Peter and Mary Jane were busy, Illyana was snapping 
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pictures. Dani pushed through the crowd recklessly headed 
for Illyana, her thoughts in frantic turmoil. 

 “Hey,” said a man in a suit as she pushed against his 
back, spilling his drink. She glanced into his eyes as he 
turned. 

 Doug let out a screech and toppled over, clutching at his 
eyes as he broke eye contact with Dani. She gasped in dismay 
as he dropped to the floor, curling into a fetal position and 
letting out an eerie whining whistle of breath. 

 “Comin through, outta the way,” Illyana said as she 
closed in on where Dani stood over Doug. Dani bit her lip, 
torn by embarrassment, panic, and guilt. 

 “I didn‟t mean it,” she whispered as she knelt over 
Doug. Illyana was at her side.  

 “Let‟s get him up to a classroom,” she said. “See if he‟s 
got any medication. We‟ll handle this,” she said to the crowd 
with a disarming smile. The two women easily carted Doug‟s 
light form up the stairs. 

 “Mordred has Montessi!” Dani gasped as they headed 
down the classroom hall. 

 “Okay,” Illyana said through gritted teeth, “where the 
hell is Strange?” Doug bucked and twitched, and Illyana bit 
her lip as she faced decisions upon which lives hung… 

* 

 “Why are we stopping?” Elsbeth asked as Robert pulled 
off to the side of the road. 

 “I thought we‟d do a picnic instead,” Robert said with a 
disarming smile. He got out of the car. 

 “Didn‟t you say you live downtown?” Elsbeth asked. 

 “Yes, but I like to come here sometimes,” Robert 
shrugged. “To think. Do come see the trees, they‟re lovely in 
the late fall.” 
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 Elsbeth stepped out of the car and followed him. He 
stood under the shadow of the barren trees and took a deep 
breath, looking around. “Ah, nature,” he said. 

 Elsbeth looked at beer cans, chunks of broken concrete, 
and broken glass that littered the weedy gravel lot the trees 
grew in. “Yes, nature,” she said doubtfully. 

 “Honestly, I was hoping Strange would be at the 
wedding. I can‟t imagine why he wasn‟t. I was planning to 
taunt him in a room full of people.” 

 “Excuse me?” Elsbeth said, surprised. 

 “Strange has tremendous power,” Robert said, turning 
to face her with an assurance in his bearing that had been 
absent before. “Enough to simply overwhelm most 
opponents regardless of surroundings or circumstances. But 
to attempt that with me would be to risk the almost certain 
death of everyone in the building. I would leave with you as 
hostage, having mocked him once. Then our game would 
begin in earnest.” He shook his head. “It was a beautiful 
plan, cinematic even. So why didn‟t he come to the 
wedding?” 
 “Are… are you Mordred?” Elsbeth asked with a quiver 
in her voice. “Have you been all along?” 

 “Yes, you caught me,” he said with a small bow. “I 
wanted to practice my acting skills, I hadn‟t deceived in 
person for quite a while and it is a refreshingly invigorating 
pastime.” His smile turned cruel. “You can employ your 
magics if you like. We can have a fight. It might add a bit of 
spice to what I‟m going to do to you. But make no mistake, 
you cannot get away from me. And you will be days dying.” 
His smile showed all his slightly pointed teeth as he pulled a 
simple blade from his jacket. 

 “I‟m in rather a lot of trouble, aren‟t I,” Elsbeth said 
nervously. 

 “Oh yes,” Mordred nodded. “And now it ends as it 
must.” 
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 “Indeed,” resonated another voice. The red coat of 
levitation lifted Strange from Elsbeth‟s shadow. He thrust his 
hand forward and a cloud of dancing motes of iron lashed 
out, swirling around Mordred, disrupting him with pain as 
though the grains of iron were molten. He screamed, 
staggering back. 

 Strange produced a peculiar sphere of lumpy gray stone 
from his coat. He brandished it, then stepped forward and 
thrust it into Mordred. The eldritch sorcerer flickered, 
became a being of energy, began draining into the stone. 

 “No—final confrontation? No battle?” Mordred 
managed as he began to break apart and swirl into the stone. 

 “Only banishment and imprisonment,” Strange said 
quietly. “You‟ve done enough.” Elsbeth stood next to him, 
looking into the shadowy reflection of Mordred‟s eyes as he 
became less humanoid, more his true form. 

 “I am not quite so very foolish as to fall for your sad 
ruse,” she said with a shake of her head. “My heart may be 
with unavailable men, but I frequently find them to be most 
useful.” She smiled genuinely at him as the last traces of his 
consciousness were drawn within the stone. It was now a 
smooth jet-black sphere. 

 Strange tucked the stone back into his coat and turned 
to Elsbeth. 

 “Thank you for letting me ride along in your shadow,” 
he said. “It was one place I did not think Mordred would 
look for me.” 

 “He‟ll be jumping at shadows the next time he gets out, 
though,” Elsbeth said with a secret smile. “Ah, what fun, 
flirting with the dark fey.” 

 “Thank you for coming to me,” Strange said. “You have 
saved a lot of lives today.” 

 “You know why I do it,” Montessi said. She stepped 
very close to Strange, gently kissed his cheek, touched his 
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face with her cool hand. She smiled and stepped back. “Mind 
if I take the car?” 

 “It‟s yours,” Strange said with a slightly sad smile. 
“Drive safely.” 

 “I will,” she replied. “You have enough to look after.” 
She left him, stepped into the car, and drove away. 

 Strange sighed. 

 Then the scene was disrupted by the snap hiss of a 
stepping disk, Illyana breathlessly dashed over to him. 

 “Come quick,” she said. “It‟s Doug.” 

* 

 Doug‟s body lay in a chalk circle on the floor of 
Strange‟s Sanctum Sanctorum. Strange gestured, and the 
great doors sealed. The Sorcerer Supreme assumed his seat 
on the throne, and breathed out. As he relaxed, his astral 
form lifted free. 

 Strange formed a pocket in the astral plane, a convenient 
meeting room. The room was a pale and empty white, with 
clearly defined borders like a box. Strange gestured, and a 
door opened on one side. Closing his eyes, Strange focused. 

 Like small flies, bits of Doug‟s mental energy were 
drawn from where they had scattered through his body and 
through the space around him. Finally, after uncounted time 
passed, Doug‟s psyche swarmed in the confined space. 
Strange shut the door.  

 Gesturing, he formed a Doug-shaped husk on the floor. 
A few bits of his code-breaking psyche settled on or in it. 
Strange waited, patient, unmoving. 

 

 It was impossible to say how much time passed before 
Doug had a blurry outline. He stirred, and pushed himself 
over to sit up. His fractured mind swarmed in his astral form, 
and a lot of his mind still buzzed and bounced about the 
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empty room with no stimulus to interpret. He blinked 
blearily, looking at Strange, unable to speak. He saw Strange 
through a peculiar frosted curtain, able to see that Strange 
was there but little more. 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY TWO 

 More time slid past. Doug cleared his throat. His 
reconstitution was nearly complete. “I had hoped to never 
have to be here again,” he said, an empty dislocation between 
his words and the movement of his mouth. 

 Strange shrugged slightly. “You have nothing to be 
ashamed of,” he said. “You are not at fault for this.” 

 “Maybe not,” Doug said bitterly, “but I feel stupid and 
weak.” 

 “Everyone in my circle is fragile and gifted,” Strange 
said. “You are no less critical to me than any of the others. 
“You face dangers daily that they cannot imagine. Don‟t ever 
guess that the truth is otherwise.” 

 

 Strange was present and unreadable, and Doug‟s psyche 
pulled together more tightly. He sighed. “I‟m going to need 
time,” he said. He shuddered violently. “I can‟t—I‟m not 
ready to go back to the real world. Not yet.” 

 Strange nodded, understanding. “When you are ready, 
you have a place.” 

 “That‟s what makes this so hard,” Doug said. “I‟m not 
sure how to say this… You remember when you came and 
got me from the asylum?” Strange nodded. “It took me years 
to be ready to help run the Planetary, and it was a lot smaller 
then. I‟m… I‟m going to need time. A leave of absence.” He 
hung his head. “I‟m sorry. I know you count on me.” 

 Strange nodded. “I have before and I will again, Doug,” 
he said. “Take the time you need.” He rose. “Your body is 
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through that door, same as last time. When you‟re ready, 
return. If you need me in the meantime,” he said with a 
gesture, “here‟s a cell phone. Just push „talk‟ and leave me a 
message, I‟ll come and find you.” 

 “Thanks, Doc,” Doug said ruefully. Strange simply 
smiled, then left Doug alone in a quiet place with absolutely 
no code to crack. 

* 

 “Oh look another towel,” Peter sighed as he ripped the 
paper on another gift. 

 “Here‟s one, it‟s from Strange,” Mary Jane said. She 
quickly opened it. Under the paper was a flat box about the 
size of an envelope. She popped the latch and tilted the box 
open. Her eyes grew very wide. 

 “Plane tickets,” she said. She plucked the note from the 
box. “On your special day, a honeymoon for two. Strange.” 
She examined the tickets. “Yes! Cancun!” 

 Peter joined her, and picked up the other envelope in 
the box, opening it. “Holy cow,” he said. Inside was a check 
for ten thousand dollars and a note in the memo, 
“Expenses”.  

 “You know, Pete,” Mary Jane said in a voice full of 
wonder, “the groom is supposed to handle the honeymoon. 
Knowing what I know about the situation we‟re in, I just 
wasn‟t going to say anything. Why make plans when 
Octavius is out there after us anyway, right? But this… this is 
cool.” She looked him in the eye. “You may be a dweeb, 
Peter Parker,” she said playfully, “but your friends are cool.” 

 “Them‟s fightin‟ words,” Peter said, scooping up a 
pillow and bopping her with it. 

 “See, now you‟re a wife beater,” Mary Jane scolded. 

 “What, you gonna hen peck me?” Peter replied. 
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 “Something like that,” she said, grabbing a brace of 
pillows and squaring off, on her knees on the bed. “Let‟s get 
some marital counseling!” she howled as a war cry before she 
slung her pillows at him. 

 He laughed as they toppled to the floor, locked in 
combat. After a few fierce exchanges, they lost the pillows as 
Peter pinned Mary Jane to the floor. 

 “You were just luring me into a trap, weren‟t you,” he 
said, eyes bright as he looked down at his bride. 

 “Oh, Peter,” she sighed. “Have you considered going 
into police work?” 

 Peter chuckled until Mary Jane kissed him. 

 

Sunday, November 11 

 Strange heaved a deep sigh. He wore a tee shirt and 
jeans, and he sat at Doug‟s work station in the Planetary 
office. The office was closed, Strange worked alone. 

 He tapped on one of the six keyboards at Doug‟s 
station. He was intent on his work when the elevator dinged 
and opened. Illyana walked in cautiously, carrying a brown 
paper bag. 

 “Hello,” she said experimentally. “How is Doug doing?” 

 “He‟ll be fine,” Strange said. “He needs a leave of 
absence, though.” He shook his head. “Doug had „to do‟ lists 
codified numerically, based on a simple letter substitution 
code in a matrix of priority and chronology.” He sighed. 
“Piece of cake for Doug to keep track of it. We‟re in for 
about three to six months of continuous blindsiding, 
though.” 

 “I brought you lunch,” Illyana said brightly. She put the 
bag down at his work station. “I would love to help any way 
I can,” she added. “But I‟m not Doug.” 
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 “No one is,” Strange mused. “But what I need is 
someone who can get this mess under control, at least 
temporarily. Someone who is a genius, as fast as need be, and 
logistically oriented.” He looked Illyana in the eyes, his gaze 
calm. “Illyana. Get me Valeria.” 

 “That won‟t be easy,” Illyana said hesitantly. “What 
about Parker?” 

 “Parker isn‟t ready,” Strange said with a  shake of his 
head. “And he‟s going on a honeymoon. I need help as soon 
as I can get it. I‟m not asking you to get Valeria to aid me. 
Just… just let her know I‟d like to talk to her.” 

 “So you want to use me instead of your astral form or 
an earth spirit or something,” Illyana clarified, still oddly 
reluctant. 

 “It is possible she would not feel that was intrusive,” 
Strange said. 

 “Ah,” Illyana nodded. “Check. I‟ll do my best,” she said. 
A stepping disk carried her away. 

 Strange leaned in close to the monitors and sifted 
through the layouts, and then the shipping agreements for 
bulk rate in the United Kingdom… 

* 

 Illyana took her time, her delicate hooves printing the 
soft earth as she walked over the rise of the hill. Halfway 
down the valley wall she saw Valeria seated on a rock. Valeria 
hugged her knees to her chest, and she absorbed the brilliant 
fall sunshine that shone off her coppery hair. 

 Forest sheathed the far valley wall, and a river chopped 
and sprawled along over rocks at the bottom of the ravine. 
Above, a hawk circled. Illyana picked her way down the 
slope, in no particular hurry as she approached. 

 “What do you want,” Valeria demanded flatly, not 
turning to look, as Illyana got within twenty feet. 
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 “Just came to talk to you,” Illyana said. “How long have 
you been here?” 

 “A week,” Valeria shrugged. “Watching the animals, the 
breathing earth, soaking up the sun. This planet is… it is 
simply incredible.” 

 Illyana nodded, and stood taking in the afternoon. 

 “What does Strange want,” Valeria sighed wearily. “I can 
only assume you‟re here on an errand for His Mystical 
Presence.” 

 “Of course I am,” Illyana shrugged. “I suppose I could 
pay you a social call. But you‟ve been ignoring me, going out 
of your way to stay out of my way. You have your reasons,” 
she noted, “but it‟s hard on a friendship. I wouldn‟t have 
come looking for you if we didn‟t need to talk.” 

 “With the cheery chit chat out of the way, spit it out. 
Why are you here?” Valeria said. 

 “Strange wants to talk to you,” Illyana said simply. 

 “No,” Valeria replied, looking out over the forest. 

 Illyana sighed. “Doug had an accident. He‟s out of 
action and Strange is trying to pick up the threads to run the 
day to day. You and I both know that Strange can‟t get 
bogged down in minutia.” 

 “He found Doug,” Valeria said. “He can find someone 
else.” 

 “Strange never mentioned this to me,” Illyana said 
quietly, her face creased by a slight scowl, “but I know he 
always hoped that you‟d be there for him if he needed you. 
Like he has been there for you each and every time you 
needed him.” 

 Valeria looked into the deep blue sky. “Sometimes 
people are disappointed. Strange volunteered himself, I never 
went to him for help. He‟s gotten his use out of me. I owe 
him nothing. You say he‟s been there for me; where was he 
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when the Beast was summoned? When Victor locked me 
into that mask in Latveria?” 

 “Sometimes you do what‟s right for people whether they 
deserve it or not,” Illyana said heatedly. She sighed. “I found 
out I had Tymaz Nine, and the best idea I had was to betray 
my dad to a group of very bad men because they said that 
was the price of the cure. He got away from them. But you 
know what? He surrendered to them first, because he 
believed that throwing his own life away would get me a 
cure. Even after he found out that wasn‟t true and escaped, 
he scoured the world until he had the cure and got it to me. 
He was so angry at me. He was hurt, betrayed, and hunted. 
But he did what he had to do to uphold his honor, because it 
was his honor and that didn‟t make allowances for the failings 
of others.” 

Illyana licked her lips. “You see, Valeria, helping 
people isn‟t about rewarding them for being good. It‟s a part 
of who you are. Whether they deserve it or not. That‟s why 
I‟ve always thought you were a hero. That‟s what I want to 
be, you know, when I grow up.” She smiled a wry smile. 
“Maybe Strange did wrong you somehow, I‟m not clear on 
that part anyway. Whether he deserves it or not, you should 
at least go talk to the man. People like you and me and 
Strange, we can‟t let pride stand in the way of what we‟re 
about.” 

 “Did you practice that speech?” Valeria asked, still not 
looking at Illyana. “Tell me, what are we about? Saving the 
world? Maintaining the status quo? Why don‟t you preach it 
to your demons.” 

 Illyana stiffened. “Okay then,” she said. She shook her 
head. “I didn‟t remember you being this selfish. Live and 
learn, I guess. I‟m not sure what exactly you think Strange 
did to you. But maybe you need to think long and hard about 
what has to happen for you to forgive him. I don‟t want to 
be the one to tell you this, but somebody has got to. You 
need him and he needs you. The world needs you both.” 
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Illyana took a step back. “You offered me a chance 
to be more than I am, once. I took it. Now I‟m offering you 
that chance. Make the most of it. You just think things over 
and decide for yourself whether or not you‟re behaving like a 
spoiled little girl.” A stepping disk flared up, and Illyana was 
gone. 

Alone, Valeria brooded under the brilliant light of 
the sun. 

* 

 Sunset flared in the west windows as Strange leaned 
back, pressing the heels of his hands against his eye sockets. 
He sighed, then smiled to himself and picked up the cordless 
phone. He stood and stretched, then punched in a number. 

 “Montessi, this is Strange,” he said. “Yes, quite a day. 
Listen, I was thinking. Are you headed back to the west coast 
today? Not till Wednesday. That‟s great news.” He let a 
rueful smile steal across his features. “I was wondering if you 
would mind moving to New York. After… After Mordred, I 
think I‟d very much like to have you closer by.” Warmth 
suffused his smile. “I appreciate that,” he said. “Look, I‟m in 
need of a secretary here at the Planetary. Do you think Dani 
might be interested?” He strolled over to the window. 
“Fantastic,” he said. “I‟ll see her next week. Elsbeth,” he 
sighed, shaking his head. “I don‟t know how to thank you.” 

 He chuckled. “Dinner it is then. Tomorrow, eight, I‟ll 
pick you up. Tamam Shud.” He closed the connection, and 
leaned his forearms on the glass of the wall. He looked out 
the window wall, down the side of the building, feeling the 
tension in his shoulders. He breathed deeply. 

 “So it begins,” he said. 

 

Monday, November 3 

 “B-bye, Mom,” Tyrone called back over his shoulder as 
he headed out of the apartment and slammed the door 
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behind himself. He turned, heading down the narrow hallway 
and tucking his shirt in. Then he stopped and looked up, 
startled. 

 “Hello, Tyrone,” Strange said pleasantly. 

 “D-dd-d-Doc-ck-kt-ter,” Tyrone managed, startled. 

 “I was wondering if I could hire you,” Strange said. “I 
need a part time employee.” 

 “I g-got a j-job,” Tyrone said warily. 

 Strange shrugged. “I figure what I‟m offering will grow 
into a full time job, just part time while the Planetary is 
paying for your college.” 

 Tyrone blinked. “Wh, wh-what‟s the job?” 

 “Be my personal chauffeur and bodyguard,” Strange said 
with a saturnine smile. “I think you‟ll find the pay to be 
agreeable.” 

 Tyrone gaped for a minute as his mind caught up with 
his situation. “I g-gotta give my p-people t-two weeks,” he 
said, gesturing at his Quik Trip shirt. 

 “Two weeks it is,” Strange nodded. He pulled a slip of 
paper out of his coat pocket and handed it to Tyrone. 
“Here‟s a signing bonus to tide you over,” he said. Tyrone 
boggled a bit, and hesitated. 

 “A-are you s-sure?” he said. “I d-don‟t even h-have a c-
c-cc-car.” 

 “We‟ll teach you what you need to know,” Strange 
nodded. “Martial arts class, driving school, operator‟s license, 
the works.” 

 “Sign me up,” Tyrone said. “I‟m a P-pp-planet-tary 
employ-yee!” 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY THREE 
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 Tandy shrugged in her coat, adjusting the weight of her 
book bag as she walked towards the Empire University 
parking lot. She glanced up when a flash of red caught her 
eye. Strange stood by the parking lot, looking casual and 
relaxed on the bustling campus. She smiled, and walked over 
to greet him. 

 “Hello, Doctor!” she said. “I‟m surprised to see you 
here.” 

 “I‟m here to talk to you, actually,” Strange replied. “You 
graduate in December.” 

 “Yes,” she said, surprised. “You are well informed.” 

 “Political Science major and Administration double 
major,” Strange added. 

 Tandy smiled. “You got it.” 

 “Do you have a job yet?” Strange asked, examining his 
fingernails. 
 “Not yet,” Tandy replied. 

 Strange handed her a manila envelope. “I am offering 
you a job as my personal assistant,” he said. “Scheduling, 
travel, and dealing with some of the day to day issues of the 
Planetary. Inside you‟ll find the job description, as well as 
benefits and salary details.” 

 “Wow, that‟s great,” Tandy said. “Why me?” 

 Strange smiled. “You‟re articulate, educated, and well 
able to take care of yourself and others. I also find it helpful 
to surround myself with people that do not require a lot of 
explanation. And finally, I miss the Light,” he said almost 
wistfully. 

 The last argument seemed to sway her. “I‟ll let my 
parents know,” she said. “They‟ll be delighted.” 

 “So am I,” Strange said with a trace of relief. 
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 “One question, though,” Tandy said, slightly troubled. 
“If you‟re bringing me in… well, would it be possible to find 
a position for Tyrone?” 

 “He‟s agreed to be my bodyguard chauffeur,” Strange 
said. “Both of you will be around me quite a bit.” 

 “Excellent,” Tandy said. “So I can start in January?” 

 “That‟s the plan,” Strange said. 

 “I‟ll look forward to it. When do we sign the 
paperwork?” 

 “Drop by the office tomorrow,” Strange shrugged. “I‟ll 
see you then. 

 Tandy shook her head in pleased wonder, then took her 
leave. Strange strolled down the sidewalk, feeling the world 
getting a bit lighter all the time. 

* 

 Less than an hour later, the Sorcerer Supreme opened 
the front door of his Sanctum and stepped inside, closing the 
heavy door behind himself. He hung his red coat up on the 
coatrack, then he strayed into the kitchen after some food. 
He nodded to Valeria, who sat at the table with a mug of 
coffee between her hands. 

 “Hello, and welcome to my home,” Strange said. 
Opening the fridge, he pushed one of Illyana‟s pizza boxes 
aside and got a container of leftover pasta. 

 “I want you to know,” Valeria said evenly, “I‟m still 
angry. I can‟t get past it.” 

 Strange straightened, closed the fridge, put the pasta 
container in the microwave, started it, and leaned against the 
counter as he faced her. 

 She glanced away from him. “I would never have dated 
Victor, much less married him, if I hadn‟t felt like you 
thought it might be the right thing to do. After it all fell 



 

   293 

apart, when I came to you for comfort or sympathy or help 
or something, I got a lecture.” 

 Strange waited as the microwave turned the pasta. He 
did not look sympathetic or angry. He simply waited, 
listening to what she had to say. She glanced at him, then 
down into her coffee. 

 “That‟s not why I‟m angry,” she said after a quiet 
moment. “It was, but it isn‟t anymore. Now I‟m angry 
because after taking the time to think it over, I realized that 
the things you most need to hear are usually the things you 
least want to hear.” She looked into Strange‟s eyes. “If I had 
been more patient, paid more attention, Victor and Latveria 
could still be mine. That hurts most of all.” 

 “I‟m sorry,” Strange said sincerely. 

 Valeria sighed, looking back at her coffee. “I had to start 
thinking about it when I realized the things Illyana said to me 
were echoes of what I said to her once, when she was being a 
spoiled brat,” Valeria said with a mirthless chuckle. She 
sniffled, touching her eyes for a moment before she mastered 
herself. “Ahem. Yeah. There‟s value even in places where I 
can‟t see it, without vision power is dangerous to its wielder.” 
She shook her head. “I‟ve lost my way, Strange, and in your 
time of need I‟ve come to you looking for a vision.” 

 “Perhaps we can find you one,” Strange said softly. 

 Valeria nodded. “I need my glasses back,” she said. 

 “No,” Strange said quickly, firmly. “That‟s not possible.” 
She looked at him, startled. He raised an eyebrow. “When I 
gave you those glasses, they were a gift,” he said. “Within 
their frames were woven runes that concealed your nature, 
that made you seem mortal to those who were looking for a 
goddess. They offered you a way to blend in. You took my 
gift and made it a leash, transformed a helpful bit of 
camouflage into a symbol of oppression. I will keep the 
glasses until one who will benefit from them and understand 
their use is ready for them.” 
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 “Perhaps as I have been in hiding I have learned the 
value of anonymity,” Valeria said slowly as she understood 
what Strange was saying. “Before I got married, I thought 
that others should understand me, that my dream was to be 
allowed to be who I am.” She shook her head. “When I 
finally got that chance, I‟m not sure I like the „me‟ that 
emerged. In fact, I‟m not sure who I am anymore. And 
before I decide to show the world what I‟m made of, maybe 
I should know myself first.” 

 She looked Strange in the eye. “You once told me that I 
was a hero, and that‟s what set me apart from Illyana. That I 
was always striving to be better, to protect the innocent. I‟m 
not sure you were right.” She had to pause and swallow hard. 
“I want you to be right. I don‟t want to rule the world. But 
more and more, I want to understand it. You have offered me 
a place in the world previously.” 

 “I will again,” Strange nodded. “Life is hard, and there 
isn‟t much that we get right the very first time. Be patient 
with yourself. Together, we can find purpose.” 

 “And you have hope,” Valeria said, shaking her head 
slowly. “In the face of everything, you have never given up 
hope.” 

 “There is always a way,” Strange agreed.  

 “Illyana said you wanted to talk to me,” Valeria said. She 
cleared her throat and touched her eyes. 

 “Doug is taking a leave of absence,” Strange said. “I 
want you to be my general manager until he can come back 
or I find another replacement. This is a temporary 
arrangement, but it could last some months.” 

 “I can do that,” Valeria said.  

 “It‟s funny,” Strange said with a distant smile, “but for 
all of Mordred‟s attacks, wiping out Doug has impacted me 
the most severely. And I get the impression that was 
accidental.” 
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 “Where is Mordred?” Valeria asked. 

 “Safe, upstairs in the Sanctum Sanctorum,” Strange 
replied. “Mordred was a symptom. Any time a cosmic shift is 
occurring in Prime, on Earth, it disrupts a number of other 
networks. I‟m sure the timing is not coincidental. Something 
else is going on out there and it‟s coming to a head. I need to 
find out what. Now that Mordred is out of the way, I need to 
focus on that. I really appreciate you taking on Doug‟s 
duties.” 

 “It has become my pleasure,” Valeria said. “When you 
find the big bad guy behind the curtain? Let me know. I‟ll go 
with you to do something about it.” 

 Strange smiled at her. “Thank you, Valeria,” he said. 

 She rose from the table. “I‟ll see you tomorrow, 
Strange,” she said, and she left quietly through the front 
door. 

 She reached the bottom of the porch steps when she 
saw Illyana approaching on the sidewalk. Illyana had already 
spotted her, and she wore a wary smile. 

 “How‟d it go?” Illyana asked. 

 “I‟m back,” Valeria said, and she hugged Illyana. 
“Thanks,” she whispered. 

 “Hey,” Illyana said with a grin as she hugged Valeria 
back. “That‟s what little sisters are for. See you back at the 
apartment later.” 

 Valeria released her, then wiped at her nose as she 
sniffed. Then she headed down the sidewalk as Illyana 
bounded up to the Sanctum. 

 Illyana opened the door and stepped in, closing the 
heavy door and shrugging her coat off. She noted that 
Strange stood on the landing of the stairs. 

 “Good work,” Strange said with a smile. 
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 “I have got to get my own place with a landing or 
balcony by the front door when I‟m a full fledged wizard,” 
Illyana grinned. “Tandy and Tyrone said yes, right?” 

 “Dani, too,” Strange nodded. “Now you can help me. I 
need to get ready for dinner with Montessi tonight. Can you 
take care of some items on my „to do‟ list?” 

 “You got it, boss,” she said. 

 Strange ticked items off on his fingers. “Take the 
employment proposal I worked up for Banner, find him and 
give it to him. Arrange for Tandy and Tyrone to train with 
Valeria in martial arts.” 

 “Mary Jane Parker too,” Illyana nodded. “Maybe Dani?” 

 “Sure,” Strange shrugged. “And make sure Valeria gets 
settled in.” 

 “You got it,” Illyana said. 

 Strange regarded her. “I am proud to be your teacher,” 
he said. 

 Illyana blushed. “You say the nicest things after piling 
me up with work,” she said. 

 He grinned. “I‟ll go check on Mordred, then catch up on 
my email,” he said. 

 “Groovy,” she replied. “Maybe tomorrow we can start 
looking for the next mystic threat. That‟s what I like about 
this job. For all the danger, the job security rocks. At least 
the crisis situations have variety.” 

 “Indeed they do,” Strange said with a smile as he 
mounted the stairs. “Indeed they do.” 

* 

 Mordred was patient, in the darkness that was deeper 
than darkness. He had filled out to the edges of his prison, 
and he patiently waited. He knew, sooner or later, there 
would be a crack in the defenses and he would again be free. 
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 “Such a trip,” he mused to himself as he savored the 
discord, pain, and chaos he had sown. Then, as they often 
did in the timeless dark bereft of reference points, his 
thoughts drifted to the Owl. 

 “Soon enough I‟ll be free again,” he whispered to 
himself in a language older than words. “Let Strange beware. 
Next time. Next time he won‟t see it coming.” 

 Again and again, in the endless and timeless dark, 
Mordred recounted the names of those that would taste the 
bitter ruin of his vengeance… 

 For now, the prison held. 

 


