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Introduction and Foreword 

This volume concludes two years, and two books, of the 
story arc. Where Shadowverse laid a foundation, Web of 
Shadows explored the connections in that foundation as a 
dark force works to change the world forever, and Prime‟s 
defenders rise to stop it. 

Everything in Book Two (volumes 5-9) points to the massive 
confrontation between the invader and the defender. Each 
one has developed forces and schemes they can bring to 
bear. By the end, everything may look different. 

True to form, what happens here is built on what happened 
before, and what happens next is built on what happens here. 
Also true to form, I have taken what I consider to be some 
goofy characters in the background material (comics mainly) 
and interpreted them to fit in this setting, adapting them to 
try and keep the core concepts and flavor while making them 
a bit more realistic and interesting to me.  

Winning has a price, but it beats losing. In a confrontation 
like this one, losing may bring a fate worse than death for 
losers unlucky enough to survive. Still, true heroes don‟t give 
up. Not even when the night is at its darkest. 

Andrew Shields, Author 

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

have borrowed for this. This book may not be sold. 
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To Jason; let’s hear it for finishing an epic arc 

To Kyle; this is the payoff for that tough part between coming up with 
cool plots and seeing how they all fit together at the end 

To Kristy; sorry it didn’t end here, but there was this other arc, see… 
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Moves Like a Queen 
 

May 9 

 The White Queen imperiously stood, casting her circlet 
with its white stone to the table. "You will fail," she said, her 
voice cold. She smiled at them, a slow curving of mirthless 
lips, revealing teeth so pearly white they almost glowed. Her 
eyes bored through each of them in turn. Then she turned, 
and strode away from the table, out the door, and away from 
the Inner Council. 

 The White King eyed her circlet as the door slammed 
behind her. "I have a candidate to suggest for the vacated 
position of White Queen," he said casually. 

 "Really! How lucky," the Black King said, amused. The 
Black Queen said nothing, biting her lip and looking slightly 
nervous as she glanced from one King to the other. 

 "She's perfect," Worthington assured them. He 
produced a large manila envelope, drew pictures out of it. He 
passed the pictures to the Black King. 

 "This is Elizabeth Braddock," the Black King said, 
looking slightly puzzled. He let the idea grow on him, and he 
became thoughtful. 

 "Who?" the Black Queen asked, feeling a bit left out. 

 The White King looked over at her, trying to hide the 
condescension in his eyes. "Elizabeth Braddock was a British 
aristocrat. She was into fashion and design, she also posed as 
a model. Her studies were in literature. Then, about halfway 
through her college education, she manifested psychic 
powers. Finishing her degree in record speed, she was 
recruited by an international weapons project, very hush-
hush operation. That didn't last, and when she left them she 
joined up with the Institute that Lensherr was overseeing." 
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 "So you're looking for another psycher," the Black 
Queen murmured. 

 "That does help," the White King said, "but it's not the 
whole story. At the Institute they cosmetically altered her to 
look Asian, tricking a ninja clan into training her. They put 
her through an intensive year long training program in the art 
of the ninja. Some of her disavowed project friends helped 
her escape. After that," he shrugged, adjusting his white 
tabard, "she seems to have gotten herself in a ninja gang war 
of sorts. She must have won, because now she's teaching at a 
private girl's school in Boston." He smiled. 

 The Black King almost chuckled, but he looked very 
serious at the same time. "All this is really fascinating, but 
so… what? Your report," he said, gesturing at the envelope, 
"is comprehensive, but I still don't see why she's a good 
White Queen." 

 "Look again," the White King said with a nod at the 
envelope. "Her finances are telling. Cleverly concealed cash 
accounts in eight places globally give her nearly two million 
in liquid assets, but she doesn't own a house. She has serious 
financial skill, but she doesn't seem to be addicted to money. 
Though she clearly doesn't shy away from it. She has 
tremendous acumen. When I see a psycher, beautiful and 
aristocratic, with combat training and infiltration skills and a 
lot of discretion, I see a White Queen." He gazed at the 
picture. 

 The Black King sighed. "Normally we only interview 
those with the talent and initiative to discover the Inner 
Council on their own," he said. 

 "I don't think she has the ambition for this group's goals 
to appeal to her," the White King said. 

 "Then she is unfit," the Black King replied. 

 "On the contrary," the White King said, "the primary 
purpose of the Queen is to use her superior influence to 
support the King's agenda and superior wealth. Am I right?" 
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 "More or less," the Black King conceded.  

 "I want her," the White King said. "I can see her 
potential to do great things in my service. Look at some of 
the statistics from the tests the Institute ran on her." 

 The Black King returned his attention to the reports. 
His eyebrows raised as he looked the figures over. 

 "All she lacks," the White King said, "is ambition. And 
by the gods, that's kindled easily enough." 

 The Black King returned the papers to the envelope, his 
mind working. "Arrange an interview," he said. "And that 
concludes our business for today." 

 They stood, smiled at one another, and departed to go 
their separate ways.  

 Ten minutes later, the Black Queen and the Black King 
re-entered the chamber, watching out the window as 
Worthington's car drove away. 

 "He's an impudent puppy," Sebastian Shaw said, no 
longer dressed as the Black King. He wore a suit instead. 

 "Of course he is," shrugged Madelyn Pryor, no longer 
dressed as the Black Queen. She sported black leather with a 
silver ankh necklace. "What do you want done about it?" 

 "Nothing for now. But he will not be here for long. 
When I am ready to move, see to it that I have things in 
place to crush him immediately." 

 "Yes my lord," she said with a curtsey. "Is there anything 
else?" 

 "Not today," Shaw said. 

 Pryor watched him stride out of the room, then she 
smiled. 

 "Not today," she echoed. And she turned on her heel 
and vanished into the Hellfire Club's outer rooms. 

* 



 

8 

 The private elevator slid open, the sound covered by the 
rolling swells of a piano concerto coming from the other 
room. The stealthy guest padded through immensely opulent 
surroundings, around twisted statuary, past paintings of 
weird and unsettling paintings. 

 Warren Worthington the Third sat at the piano, looking 
through the plate glass at the city that stretched out far below 
his rooftop penthouse. His fingers danced and flickered over 
the keys as the music rolled through his living space; he was 
lost in it. And then the composition had been played out. He 
sat, eyes closed, listening to the last notes fade from the air. 

 "Lovely," the intruder said softly. 

 Worthington spun around on the bench, eyes wild for a 
moment. He saw Pryor, and let a breath out. He stood, 
glancing around. 

 "How did you get up here without security notifying 
me?" 

 "You think I'm a Queen on the basis of my good 
looks?" she asked archly. She shook her head. "Your security 
is kind of cute, in a micky mouse sort of way." She laughed. 

 "Alright then," he said, nettled, "what do you want?" 

 "I agree with you," she said with a shrug. "A more easily 
controlled Queen is just what we need to get what we want. 
And getting what we want is what the Inner Council is all 
about. And," she added, her eyes glittering as she adjusted 
her posture and fastidiously arranged her clothes, "I know 
what you want." 

 He laughed aloud. "Don't flatter yourself, Pryor," he 
said. He picked his drink up from the piano and tipped it 
back, draining the cup. 

 She held up a slide, from a medical x-ray. His eyes 
bulged, his drink sprayed out of his mouth. He tossed the 
cup aside and stood trembling, fighting mad. "Where did you 
get that?" he snarled. 
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 She turned and slapped the x-ray film against the 
window. Apparently she had put adhesive on the back, 
because it stayed. The sunlight filtered through, revealing a 
tangled mess on the x-ray. It took a moment for those who 
did not know what they were looking at to realize they were 
seeing wings attached to a human skeleton. 

 "I took it from your private museum while Wyngarde 
had it traveling the country to protect it from Magnus." 

 "That lying little worm," Worthington spat.  

 "Yes, how could he betray you," she said mildly. "When 
you were so faithful to him." She shrugged that off. "It's 
yours, I'm returning it. But it did motivate me to go check 
out your birth records." 

 "They were destroyed," he said, stone faced. 

 "Of course," she soothed. "But I ignored the filing 
system and went back to look for them by hand. And would 
you believe it? They were misfiled. So while they were 
supposed to be destroyed, they survived." Her smile was 
brilliant. "Born with wings. I have never heard of such a 
thing." 

 "Get out," he whispered. 

 Her eyes changed. She took a few steps toward him, 
gazing intently into his eyes, into his soul. His world 
narrowed to just those fascinating, endless green eyes. 

 "Warren," she breathed, "I know you have scars in your 
soul to match the ones on your back. You long for the wind. 
For what was stolen from you." 

 He could not fight the tide of her will. "M-my mother. 
She was an angel. She died birthing me because she passed 
me her soul. My father. He was furious with me for her 
death. He made the doctor cut off my wings. But some part 
of me remembered." He blinked, shook his head, fury 
coming to the fore. "What's it to you?" 
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 She released him, turned her back on him, looked out 
the window. "I know a man," she said, "who can make you 
wings." 

 She smiled at the resounding silence behind her. Then 
she went on. "He's a magician, a specialist, he has uncanny 
skill with cybernetics. He made himself a hand, a leg, eyes 
that see. He can make you wings." She turned and hit him 
with the full force of her gaze. "You can fly." 

 "And…" Worthington said, shaken and wary, "what do 
you want in return?" 

 "Remember who your friends are," she shrugged. 
"Crossing Magnus was incredibly dangerous. But you have 
no idea what you've done in double-crossing Frost. You'll 
need friends," she concluded simply. "We can talk again 
later." She turned and walked back to the elevator, leaving 
the billionaire to contemplate the x-ray film. 

 He tugged the film off the window, and as he stared at it 
he shuddered with emotion. 

 

May 16 

 The two neckless thugs didn't see her as she walked 
between them. The one on the left didn't notice as she took 
his keycard and opened the door, and neither one noticed as 
she returned the card and vanished through the door, closing 
it softly behind herself.  

 The one on the right knew where the panel was, and the 
code to shut off the infrared alarm beams. That proved 
helpful to her; she touched his mind and knew as much as he 
did. She deactivated the beams. A nanotech lock held the 
door at the end of the hallway shut, but she opened it with 
the master key that only the club manager knew about; the 
one he kept on his person at all times, except when it was in 
the safe by his bed. When he woke up it would be right 
where he left it.  
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 That simply, the intruder was in the meeting room of 
the Inner Council of the Hellfire Club. 

 There were no security cameras in this room, no alarms. 
Most of the security of the Inner Council depended on the 
fact that its existence and meeting place were secret. The 
whole thing would fall apart if they recorded their sessions. 
So much relied on their mutual trust… 

 The intruder settled herself on a throne. She chose the 
one with the black gem set in the carving of a crown on the 
throne's high back, the seat of the Black King. From there 
she saw that across the room was a coat of arms with paired 
dueling rapiers set behind the shield. Smiling to herself, she 
stood and crossed the room. 

 She waited, centering her instinct. Then she got to work. 

 

June 9 

 Worthington ignored the doorman, pushing past the 
heavy doors and into the open mezzanine that connected to 
the Inner Council Chamber. He quickly closed in on the 
woman in black leather, who was casually seated on the 
couch waiting for him. 

 "I must know," Worthington said to Pryor. She looked 
up at him lazily, something bemused in her expression, a hint 
of a smile on her face. 

 "Must you?" she said dreamily. 

 "Don't toy with me, woman," he breathed. "What is 
your price? I want the name of your contact." 

 "When the time comes," she said softly, "I want you to 
help me take Shaw down." 

 "Done," he said quickly, carelessly. He smiled nervously. 
"Queens don't seem that useful to their Kings these days." 

 She ignored that. "I'll go call my contact now," she said. 
"He'll be in touch with you." 
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 Worthington stood straighter, breathed deep and 
pressed his palms down the sides of his jacket. "Good," he 
said, much calmer. He graced her with a winning smile, and 
went to change his clothes. 

 

 Worthington dressed in garb more fitting to the White 
King. The tunic, the half-cloak, the bracers; all were a pale, 
dazzling white. He approached the Black King from behind, 
looked over his shoulder at the limousine that pulled up to 
the curb and let out the attractive young woman they 
recognized from the file. Elizabeth Braddock was on her way 
inside. 

 "Do you think she'll remember you?" the White King 
asked the Black King. 

 "Perhaps," the Black King shrugged. "But you're the one 
inviting her. She was most familiar with Magnus, and Frost 
was the psycher. So any memory of me is less substantial 
than a shadow in the background." An ironic smile toyed 
with his lips. "It's time for the projects to replace their 
shapers." 

 "Is all in readiness?" the Black Queen asked, standing 
next to the lone chair that was on the floor facing the dais 
and its four thrones. The table had been removed, the 
thrones spread in a semi circle so they all faced the lone 
chair. 

 "Indeed," the Black King said. "Let us take our places." 

 Shortly after they settled themselves, the club manager 
opened the door to their chamber and escorted in a lovely 
Asian woman. She nodded graciously to him, and he quickly 
closed the door behind himself as he left. Elizabeth 
Braddock had smooth, straight hair that she had arranged in 
a bun. She wore shades of deep purple, a pant suit of 
shimmering silk. She stood before the only chair in the room 
besides the thrones, not in the least discomfited by the Inner 
Council's archaic wardrobe. 
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 "Welcome to a meeting of the Inner Council of the 
Hellfire Club," the Black King said, somewhat amused. "You 
are invited here by the White King," he added, gesturing. 
"You are auditioning to be the White Queen. I am the Black 
King, and this is the Black Queen. You are Elizabeth 
Braddock. That concludes introductions," he said with a 
smile. 

 "Kings and queens," Braddock said softly in her cultured 
British accent. "Any… relationship implied?" 

 "Do please be seated," the Black King said. "No 
romantic relationship is implied by the titles. The Kings 
control vast wealth, and the Queens apply their influence to 
put it to the best use. It is a symbiotic relationship. Your task, 
should you accept the post, would be to protect the White 
King and watch his back, fending off maneuvering of his 
enemies. The reward is insider information, association with 
those truly worthy to be called your peers, and access to 
assistance for taking on especially difficult projects that could 
require the talents of all four of us." 

 "So what is your overall vision?" she asked, her eyes 
coolly traveling from one to the other. "Clearly not simple 
wealth." 

 "To globalize the earth," the Black King said, "without 
concentrating its power in any one set of hands besides our 
own." He shrugged. "Opening all the world means 
standardization, which requires procedures and technologies 
and monopolies. Control the standards, then extend them 
worldwide, and you have global power without a mandate 
from the people. That is our goal." 

 "And if I say no, you'll just have to kill me, is that it? 
Now that I know your secret?" Braddock asked calmly. 

 "Not at all," the Black King shrugged. "The Black 
Queen will take the information from your mind and you 
won't even know you were here. There is one thing that is 
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required of you, to demonstrate your good faith. We need a 
dowry before we take you on." 

 "Honestly," she murmured. "What's used for currency in 
a group like this?" 

 "Not money, as you've astutely understood already," the 
Black King said. "Something rare and fabulous. To 
demonstrate what your influence grants you access to." 

 "I see," she said thoughtfully. "I think I have just the 
thing. How about a dose of the Elixir of Kuma-Soul?" 
 The Black King went very pale. "What kind of elixir?" 

 "Something I ran across in my travels," she said. "The 
Breath of Kuma-Soul. It was created in Japan, about a 
thousand years ago, by an alchemist. Upon ingestion, it is 
rumored to give the drinker a tremendous, luminous 
charisma so that others cannot withstand the rush of their 
presence." She adjusted her hair. "I have a sample on the way 
to me, through a contact. I have little use for it, as my 
primary power is through subtlety. But perhaps one of you 
might find use for such a thing?" 

 The Inner Council watched her, each thinking through 
the possibilities, each one excited by the notion of radiating 
supernatural majesty. The Black King spoke first. 

 "We would require a test," he said. She smiled. 

 "I'll bring it here in one month, and we shall have that 
test," she said. 

 The Black King nodded. "Agreed. The Black Queen will 
contact you. In the meantime," he said, looking to the Black 
Queen, "our guest needs to forget she was ever here." 

 The Black Queen nodded, and as she concentrated, 
Braddock's face went limp and her mouth hung open. The 
Black Queen pushed a button and summoned the club 
manager, who escorted the limp but mobile Braddock out. 
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 "She'll wake up with selective memory on the drive 
home," the Black Queen said. She sniffed. "Braddock's 
psionics were greatly exaggerated in the report. I found them 
elementary at best." 

 "Very good," the Black King said, rising. The other 
stood also. The Black King clapped the White King on the 
shoulder. "Excellent taste. All is in motion." He smiled. 
"Next month, we shall see what comes of all this." 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 Worthington tossed his keys on the end table and 
walked into his living room. Then he stopped short. A man 
in the shadows, across the room, pointed a peculiar snub 
nosed gun at Worthingtion's chest. 

 "Hello," Worthington said. "Who are you? And why 
doesn't my security ever slow anybody down?" 

 "The question is, what do you want?" the other man said 
in a low voice. He had austere features, long black hair in a 
tight braid, his eyes glittered in the dark. Worthington saw 
that the hand holding the gun was sheathed in metal. 

 "You must be the techno wizard Pryor mentioned," 
Worthington said, understanding. "I have no idea how she 
contacted you, but she promised me she'd put us in touch. 
Drink?" 

 The intruder shook his head. "It's been a long day and 
I'm not in the mood. How did you find me and what do you 
want?" 

 "I found you through a contact of mine, that's all you 
need know. As for what I want," he said with a bit of a smile 
as he poured himself a drink, "I was told you're one of the 
few on this earth who can make me a fully functional set of 
wings." He raised his drink and took a sip, watching the 
intruder over the rim of the glass. "Put the gun down, you 
look ridiculous." 
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 The man standing in the corner blinked, then pocketed 
the gun. "Wings?" he said. Already his mind was working 
rapidly on the basic principles of such a system. 

 "What's your name?" Worthington asked. 

 "Forge," the intruder replied. "I make things. You are 
Worthington. You buy things. I suppose this is a good 
meeting." He nodded to himself. "I can make you wings. 
Detachable, even. On one condition." 

 "Name it," Worthington said, controlling the tremor in 
his voice. 

 "To pay for my materials, and to help me jump start 
another project I'm working on right now, I'm going to need 
a billion dollars." 

 Worthington nodded. "Done. Half now, half when the 
wings are finished." 

 "Those are acceptable terms," Forge said with a bit of a 
smile. "If you're not busy this afternoon, it would help me a 
great deal to get some telemetry readings and skeletal 
readouts. Would you mind accompanying me to my lab?" 

 "Believe me," Worthington breathed, "I'm not too busy 
for this. When will they be ready?" 

 "Not sure yet," Forge mused. "I'll have to work on it. 
But I won't keep you waiting over six months or so." 

 "Hot damn," Worthington said to himself. "What are we 
waiting for? Let's get to work!" 

 

July 9 

 "Seems the month has just flown by," the Black Queen 
murmured to the White King, who smiled his pearly smile. 

 "Indeed," he said. "And I've made a new friend." 

 "Good," she nodded to him. 
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 The Black King joined them. "Is she coming?" he asked. 

 The Black Queen focused for a moment, then nodded. 
"She's in the building." 

 "Then let us assume our places," the Black King said. 
He was a bit pale, excitement flashing in his eyes. 

 Braddock entered, and assumed her place in the lone 
seat. "Gentlemen," she said with a nod, "Lady." 

 "You have it?" the Black King asked, trying to sound 
airy. 

 She produced a briefcase, opened it, and pulled out the 
flask. She carried it up to the Black King and knelt before 
him, bowing her head, surrendering the elixir. 

 "Dismissed," the Black King said hoarsely. "We'll be in 
touch." 

 "Thank you," she said, standing. She turned, walked 
down the stairs, collected her briefcase, and left. 

 Shaw broke the seal on the top and tilted the flask, just 
slightly, touching the tip of his tongue to the rim of the 
container. He got just the faintest taste, and his features were 
suffused with expression as he leaned back, satisfied. 

 "This is it," he whispered to himself, his eyes flaring. He 
regarded the container with a smile, and he stood. "Now it is 
mine." 

 "Excuse me," the White King said, "why not split it?" 

 The Black King rounded on him. "Because to split it 
dilutes it, so that the effect is not permanent. Foolish child. 
I'll be with you in a moment." 

 The White King was off his throne and beside the Black 
King in a flash. "Not so simply, I think," he said in a hard 
voice. 

 "Oh?" the Black King said, raising his eyebrows. "You 
think to challenge me?" 
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 "Who says the Black King rules the board?" the White 
King said haughtily. 

 "Because, you brat," the Black King said, "the White 
King goes first." His smile was positively nasty. "A duel!" 

 The White King nodded. "I accept," he said. The Black 
King laughed as he stepped off the dais, and the Black 
Queen exchanged a triumphant look with the White King. 

 "My Queen!" the Black King said sharply. She rushed to 
his side. "Hold this," he said, handing the vial to her. "I'll 
take that when I've finished the boy." She took the vial and 
stood off to the side as the Black King tore two rapiers out 
of the coat of arms on the wall. He tossed one to 
Worthington, who jogged down off the dais into the open 
room. They saluted each other with the blades, both 
possessed of a fine classical education that included fencing. 
Then they settled into their postures and began. 

 As they squared off, the glint in their eyes made it clear 
they'd both been itching for an excuse to do this since they 
had first met… 

 "So what's so special about this elixir anyway?" the 
White King asked, expertly lunging at the Black King. The 
Black King easily parried and flickered a riposte at his 
attacker, and steel rang on steel as the blades parried and cut, 
thrust and blocked. 

 "Life force!" the Black King shouted, his sudden rush of 
attacks beating the White King's defenses back. "Each of the 
seven Elixirs is made of the souls of a hundred holy men 
harvested for the dark ritual that imparts tremendous focus 
and understanding, euphoric wisdom to the winner!" The 
White King was steadily driven back, his reflexes slowing, his 
footwork sloppy. Alarm registered in the White King's eyes. 

 "What are you doing!" he demanded. 

 The Black King hopped back, and rested for a moment. 
Muscles strained in the White King's arm as he lifted the 
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suddenly weighty rapier. He clutched it in both hands, 
staggering as he faced off with the older and slower man. 

 "Something the matter?" the Black King asked, his eyes 
glittering. He darted forward, knocking the White King's 
blade aside with his own. "Yield," he demanded. 

 "No!" the White King snarled, slashing with the heavy 
blade. The Black King easily parried it, and passed his razor 
sharp rapier through the White King's arm, skimming bone 
and cutting deep as the blade slid free. The White King 
howled in pain and collapsed to his knees, sword dropped. 

 "Yield?" the Black King asked softly, amused. 

 "How are you doing this to me?" the White King 
demanded. 

 The Black King examined his blade. "The earth pulls on 
all her children," he said, amused. "You just get a little extra 
gravity today." 

 The White King let out a hoarse bellow, scooped up his 
heavy sword, and rammed it at the Black King's leg. The 
blade bowed as though he had stabbed a wall. 

 "Gravity's helping me, too," he said, "or rather density 
is. But that was rude." He passed the sword through the 
White King's left side, missing all the vital organs. A thick 
glistening mat of bright red blood had already flared across 
the White King's clothing from the cut on his arm, and now 
blood flowed freely from his torso as well. He collapsed back 
on the floor, groaning and clutching his wounds. 

 The Black King stood over him, rapier touching his 
throat. "Yield," he murmured, menace filling his voice. The 
White King blinked and swallowed nervously, looking over 
at the Black Queen. 

 The Black Queen watched the proceedings, waited 
patiently until they were both quite busy, then smiled to 
herself as she upended the flask and drank every drop of the 
elixir. 
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 The shock of the sight registered in the White King's 
eyes, and the Black King whirled, lithe as a panther, in time 
to see his Queen toss the flask away, her eyes flaring. 

 "Yes!" she shouted. "Oh, gods, YES!" She staggered, 
clutching at her short cloak as ecstasy and power roiled 
through her. 

 Five steps carried the Black King across the room, but 
in the midst of her change the Black Queen didn't quite 
register what was going on until she felt a sudden and 
exquisite pain. She looked down to see the hilt of the rapier, 
gripped in the fearsome strength of the Black King, pushed 
against her chest. She realized her heart was sundered. 

 The Black King tore the blade free and slashed her 
throat for good measure. Her eyes were desperate as they 
met the White King's helpless stare, then she fell. The Black 
King spat on her. He slowly rounded on the White King. 

 "Idiot," he growled. "And curse me for a fool as well." 
He walked over to the coat of arms that he had taken the 
rapiers from, sword still in hand and dribbling blood on the 
carpet as he walked. He yanked the coat of arms off the wall, 
punched in the code to open the safe, deactivated the laser 
grid, reached in, took the box out. He knelt, put the box on 
the floor, opened it. Pulled out a flask just like the one 
Braddock had given them. 

 He opened it, tasted it. Roared his rage as he flung the 
fake away from himself. 

 "Damn her," he snarled. "I'll find her. Kill her." He 
approached the White King. "Your applicant stole her dowry 
from me, boy. I was saving that for a special occasion. And 
now it's gone. The souls of a hundred holy men, wasted." 

 "So sorry," the White King gasped out around the 
blood. 

 "I'm not," said a cool, collected voice from the doorway. 
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 The Black King slowly turned to see Braddock standing 
in the doorway, tossing the special key aside. 

 "Serves me right," he murmured to himself, "Allowing 
the Inner Council to fill up with tools and puppets. Best, 
perhaps, that I'm going to start over from the ground up." 
He locked gazes with her. "Anyway," he said to her, "time 
for you to die." 

 She smiled slowly. "Not going to offer me a position as 
your Black Queen?" Her eyes gleamed. 

 He thought that over for a moment. "No," he said 
finally. "You stole from me. Time to die." He extended his 
hand toward her, felt her energies, focused. Her smiled 
broadened, and he couldn't quite lock on to her life force; it 
was oddly elusive. 

 "If I were you, Shaw," she said in a cool and collected 
voice, "I'd flee the country. Now. The IRS just initiated an 
audit of your holdings. Also, the authorities are most 
interested in three ships in your shipping fleet right now, and 
I don't think I need to tell you which ones. The Coast Guard 
is about to make some fabulous finds.  

 Rage swelled through the Black King. He growled, 
flexed, and applied quadruple gravity to the entire area 
around the woman in the doorway. With a flicker of motion 
she was out of the way, and as he spun to face her the 
doorway cracked and sagged, the floor broke, the roof sent 
seams of dust down as increased gravity rolled after her, like 
an invisible tunneling beast. 

 She was in range; he lunged with his rapier but she 
turned the blade aside with her palm; so fast; then he saw a 
blaze of light as she punched him in the forehead and he 
collapsed, unconscious. 

 Braddock turned her gaze over to Worthington where 
he lay on the floor bleeding, his eyes huge. She slowly, 
silently, gracefully approached him. 
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 "You should think twice about destroying someone's life 
then letting them live," she said softly. "It's very dangerous." 

 "So you're going to kill me and Shaw?" Worthington 
whimpered. 

 "No," she said. "I made that choice before I even met 
you; I'll just live with the danger," she said. She tossed a cell 
phone on his lap. "I suggest you call 911 and report a 
homicide and attempted homicide. You were having," she 
said, looking over his garb with amusement, "a costume 
party. Let the authorities handle Shaw." 

 Shaw managed to prop himself up on his elbow; his 
crown had slipped off his head, but as he rubbed his face 
with his free hand he didn't seem to notice. Worthington 
swallowed hard, holding the phone uncertainly. 

 Braddock squared off with Shaw. "Run," she suggested 
coolly. "Or I will show you a breed of pain you never 
imagined." 

 He struggled to his feet and locked his hate filled gaze 
on her, as though he could batter her and memorize her all at 
once. Then he turned, pain streaking through his head as he 
did, and he lumbered out. 

 "So," Worthington said from the floor. "Did you initiate 
any action against the club itself?" 

 She turned and looked at him, unable to contain the 
disgust in her eyes. "No," she said. 

 "I think I'll keep it, for my troubles," he managed with a 
ghost of a smile. "Magnus knew, didn't he," Worthington 
whispered, looking into Braddock's eyes. "He knew you'd do 
this." 

 She was already gone… 

 Worthington giggled to himself, light headed with blood 
loss. "You all thought you were so smart, so very smart," he 
said. He looked over at the Black Queen's very surprised 
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looking corpse. "In the end," he said to her, "I'm on top and 
I‟m the survivor. Maybe the Inner Council could use some 
revival," he mused. In the meantime, his unsteady and blood-
streaked finger punched in 9-1-1. "Time for me to soar," he 
whispered to himself.  

* 

 "Your plan worked well, Magnus," the greasy man 
noted. He lit up a cigarette. The guard standing three meters 
away did not notice. 

 Magnus nodded. "That it did," he mused. He stood on 
the concourse, watching through the plate glass as the small 
private jet took to the skies. "Goodbye, Shaw," he murmured 
to the retreating plane. "Take your time coming back." He 
smiled to himself. "Check and mate. Pity we had to trade all 
our pieces." 

 "Not all," Wyngarde corrected. "Worthington seems to 
have survived." 

 "The task is complete," Magnus said. "The Inner 
Council will trouble me no more. Shaw will be smarting from 
his losses in the States; after this they'll take everything of his 
that they can find. He'll sulk in the East, at least for a while." 

 "Do you plan to let Worthington just walk away?" 
Wyngarde asked, resentment in his tone. 

 "He served his purpose," Magnus shrugged. "He's 
nothing more than a tool. He is beneath my notice. I believe 
he has been punished enough. If he ever crosses my path 
again," he added, eyes narrowing, "he will die." 

 Wyngarde grunted and quietly folded. As he slid to the 
ground, Magnus turned. Elizabeth Braddock stood an arm's 
length away, silent. He waited, smiling faintly. 

 "They were just accomplices," Braddock said clearly. 
"The Institute was your project. You were behind Xavier, 
who was behind Geraint." 
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 "Xavier came to me," Magnus shrugged. "I'm not sorry 
for my part in your remarkable… transformation." 

 For a long moment they watched each other. Braddock 
nodded. 

 "I am not fully innocent in this either," she said. "It is 
true that I didn't volunteer to become a human death 
machine, or to have my face re-arranged. But I would be a 
liar if I did not admit that the abilities I learned in that year 
have been useful to me." 

She tilted her head back, looked him in the eye. "I 
am not who I was when they started. I am a different person. 
I think we've helped each other, Lensherr. You were behind 
what happened to me, and I took care of the Inner Council 
for you. But neither of us deserves any thanks from the 
other. No obligation. No favors." 

 She took a step closer, close enough for them to breathe 
each other's air. The security guard noticed nothing; not the 
man on the floor, not the confrontation next to him. 
Braddock made sure she had Magnus's attention. "If we 
cross paths again," she said, "expect nothing but what you 
deserve." 

 Magnus smiled. "I see now what Xavier saw in you," he 
said distantly. 

 Braddock took a step back. "As long as we're clear," she 
said with a nod. Then she turned and vanished into the 
crowd. 

 Magnus sighed. "She would have made a fine queen," he 
mused. "A fine queen." 
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Pressure Points 
 

April 20 

 A hiss of steam gushed up off the heated rocks as the 
old man poured a ladle full of water on them. Opposite the 
old man, a much younger man sat cross legged on the floor, 
leaning his head back with his eyes closed. It was hot. It was 
really hot. Sweat poured off him, plastered his hair to his 
head, rolled off his face. He was slick and shiny as he sat in 
the dimness of the long, low tent. 

 It was quiet, they simply sat soaking up the quiet and not 
much else as sweat ran freely down their bodies. 

 The young man and his grandfather had hardly 
exchanged a word since they had met two days ago at the old 
man's trailer. He had known what his grandson needed. He 
had the facility already set up.  

 "Forge," the old man said softly. "You know what you 
must do. Some part of you already knows." 

 Forge opened his eyes and looked squarely at the old 
man. "I don't know. I don't understand." 

 The silence returned, as the old man lowered his eyes 
and then closed them, still in the silence of this place. Forge 
sighed deeply and closed his eyes as well. 

 It was dark behind his eyes. Darker than simple absence 
of light. He felt guilt, shame, frustration. He pushed through 
the anger, through the shame, through the pain to see what 
the root was. It was fear. Fear that, because he was different, 
he was a target and he would always be a target. 

 Face to face with that, something restlessly stirred in his 
heart. 

 "That's not right," he murmured. 
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 And the idea began to unfold. 

 The old man smiled, and said nothing. 

 

April 21 

 Forge breathed deep in the cool desert night. He turned 
to his grandfather. 

 "I don't know what to say, Nazé," he said. "I can't thank 
you enough for what you've done." 

 The old man nodded. "You are here to do great things," 
he said. "For good or for evil. It is time you did them for 
good." 

 Forge smiled at him, turned, and got into his beat up old 
jeep. He looked at the old man once more, to fix him in his 
memory, then he  drove away from the trailer. 

 As the dusky landscape whipped by, he mused. "I'll need 
help," he murmured. His thoughts ran through his past, 
shaping his future. He smiled. 

 "New York, here I come," he murmured. 

 

May 3 

 Forge put his cafeteria tray down and sat across the table 
from the preoccupied woman. "Is this seat taken?" he asked 
quietly. 

 The redhead looked up, shocked. "Forge?" she said, 
suddenly breathless. 

 "How are you, Moira?" he asked with a grin. 

 "Forge, my body and breath, you're in one piece? How 
ken this be?" Her Irish lilt was especially thick as she 
wrapped her mind around the sudden reappearance of a man 
she had not seen in over a year. 
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 "I've been in and out of some trouble," he said with a 
somewhat rueful smile. "I'm glad you got away from the 
Project." 

 "Good as his word Fury let me go after a year of servin 
in that tin can. I dinnae think he wanted ta let me go, but he 
had little choice. He is a man of his word." 

 "I think it's great that you found a job here at the 
hospital. I am kind of surprised that you left the military 
altogether." 

 "Maybe it wasn't the same fir yeu," she said, looking 
down at her plate, "but after that talk we had in the lab, I 
dinnae think I could go on workin an not bein sure of what I 
was makin possible." She looked him in the eye. "Not after 
what happened to Wilson. I wonder where he is." 

 "Making trouble, most likely," Forge said with half a 
smile, and he immediately wished he hadn't. "Look, I came 
here because I'm about to start a new enterprise. I have an 
idea for making the world a safer place, and nobody has to 
get killed. Can I tempt you away?" 

 She looked down at her plate. "Today I saved the life of 
a wee bairn who came in with burn injuries. Whatever the 
wee one does with his life from here on out is his own 
business, but I saved a child. I… What can you offer me that 
can best that?" 

 "I want to make the world a better place for people who 
are different. People like you worked with in the Project. 
Special types. I think there's got to be a better way than being 
pulled into the Project. Don't you agree?" 

 She wavered. "I canna just walk away," she said softly. 

 He nodded. "I understand. Look, can I come back and 
talk to you again? Will you think about it? I can't give you 
details, I'm sure you understand. But…" 

 "What do you need a doctor for?" she said. "I thought 
you were all about the machines." 
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 "We are more than what we do," Forge said, standing. "I 
may not need a doctor." He smiled, his eyes very serious. 
"Maybe I just want you." He turned and walked quickly away, 
leaving his tray. She looked and saw he had only gotten a can 
of pop. And, in the middle of the tray, was a piece of 
cardstock with a phone number scribbled on it. 

 She put the number in her pocket. She didn't taste a bite 
of the rest of her lunch. 

 

May 8 

 Forge stood in the peace and quiet of Central Park, 
looking down at the rippling water of the pond. He squinted 
up at the sky, glanced at the birds. He lifted his cybernetic 
arm and checked the readings, the transmissions, the sonar. 
Indeed, just exactly what he was looking for. He smiled 
quietly to himself. Then he strolled away from the pond, 
along the walking trail. 

 Less than twenty minutes later he finally found the seedy 
bar built into an alley between bigger buildings. A freshly 
painted sign said "Section Eight". Forge pushed through the 
door and approached the bar, settling himself. The bar was 
long and narrow, and at the moment there were only a 
handful of surly patrons. They all looked ex military. A big 
bartender approached Forge. 

 "What can I gitcha?" 

 "I'd like a word with Fury," Forge said quietly. 

 The barkeep looked him over, then shrugged. He 
trudged over to the door that led to the back. "Fury," he 
bawled. "Somebody ta see ya." Then he resumed polishing 
mugs. 

 Fury stepped out of the back. He was in jeans, a t shirt. 
The close clothing highlighted his muscle definition. He 
looked very strange out of uniform. His eyepatch was in 
place, and he gripped a smoldering cigar in his teeth. He saw 
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Forge, and stopped. Then he approached him, eye narrow, 
fists clenched. 

 "Git out," he said. 

 "Just came to talk," Forge said. 

 "You came to make trouble," Fury said. His bouncer 
barkeep perked up. "Walk or fly?" 

 "I need your help," Forge said quietly. 

 "No." 

 "No?" 

 "No." 

 Forge leaned closer. "What if I told you it involves 
getting an involuntary grant from Stark?" 

 "Too damn dangerous. I got what I need," Fury said, 
gesturing around at the dingy bar. "How'd you find out I was 
here, anyway?" 

 "I've been keeping company with spies," Forge said, 
"and I've been learning things. Look, Fury, I don't have any 
hard feelings about what happened. You know, before. 
When I left. We were both doing what we had to do. But 
now we're free. Free to make our own decisions. I have a 
vision, and it's worth my life. I need to bankroll it and I need 
people I can trust to work with me." 

 "Trust?" Fury said. "I don't think you can trust me. You 
ditched me, remember?" 

 "I left the Project," Forge corrected, looking Fury in the 
eye. "I was touched when you tried to stop me. That you 
cared. That it hurt you as much as it hurt me. I… I didn't 
want to do what I did that day." 

 "I know," Fury nodded. "And now I don't have to do 
anything I don't want to do. I‟m an anonymous bar owner. I 
take orders from nobody. Can't you see? I'm obsolete. I'm 
finished. They made that very clear when I left." 
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 "Who are you going to believe?" Forge said so quietly it 
was almost a whisper. "They want you broken because you 
have something they don't. Battles are not simply fought 
with guns and tanks. There's heart. There's soul. You are a 
warrior, Fury. That's why I've come to you. Because when it 
truly matters, when it's down to the last moment, you don't 
ever give up. Not if you're fighting for something you believe 
in. And trust me on this," he said with a secret smile. "What I 
have in mind, you will believe in." 

 Fury wavered. 

 "Nobody dies," Forge said. "I have something much 
more graceful in mind." 

 "Ya got me curious," Fury said slowly. "Okay. Okay, I'm 
in. For just one outing. And we'll see." 

 "Fair enough," Forge said with a grin. "Ready to go?" 

 "What, now?" said Fury, surprised. 

 Forge headed for the door. 

* 

 "So?" Fury said, looking at the pond in Central Park. 
"This is your great mission?" 

 "Wait here," Forge said. "Be my lookout." He took a 
few steps to get a running start, then dove cleanly into the 
pond. 

 "Now that's just nasty," Fury said, shaking his head. He lit 
a cigar and pretended to be enjoying the pretty day. 

 Forge pushed down into the murky water, then he saw 
the square box the size and shape of a safe on the bottom. 
He put his cybernetic wrist out, and it detected and disarmed 
the alarm sequence and the explosive sequence and the 
electrocution sequence. Then he quickly picked the lock, and 
dragged out the waterproof case that had been in the safe. 
He swam to the surface and slogged out of the pond, water 
pouring off him. 
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 "Okay," Fury said. "What the hell is that?" 

 Forge checked it for bugs one last time with the sensors 
in his arm. He found and disarmed the tracer. 

 "This," Forge said, "is a backup stash for Tony Stark 
should he ever need to make a getaway because his complex 
is compromised. Important men in dangerous positions with 
lots of money need to think ahead. And because I turned off 
all his security, he thinks it's still down there. Open it." 

 Fury popped it open, and stared. Neat bundles of 
hundred dollar bills filled the sizeable case. He glanced down 
the side, tugging out a few bundles, then tossed it all back in. 

 "There's gotta be a million bucks in there," he said 
softly, awed. 

 "Yep," Forge nodded. He closed the case. "More. You 
better carry it." 

 Fury's eye narrowed. "So what did you need me for? 
Why did you even bring me along?" 

 "I wanted to get you on board, Fury," Forge replied. "I 
wanted to give you tangible proof that the little guy can find 
and exploit the back doors that the heavy hitters leave for 
themselves. We can do this. Have faith." 

 "In what?" 

 "That depends," Forge said, his voice hard. "Are you 
in?" 

 Fury squinted out over the still lake, glanced up at the 
sky. In the end, he couldn't resist. 

 "Okay," he said, clamping the cigar in his teeth. "Okay, 
I‟m in. Now what am I in?"  

 Forge grinned. "Let's discuss this over a beer." 

 "I know a place," Fury said as a grin found its way onto 
his face for the first time in months. 

 They left the park. 
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August 3 

 The redhead stared down into her coffee, her blood 
pounding. Stupid, stupid, stupid. Quickly, she pushed her 
newspaper to the side, pulled the bill of her ball cap down, 
glanced out the window. She toyed with her coffee mug 
nervously, thinking fast. 

 At the other end of the narrow diner, the door opened. 
A man in his fifties, still tight-muscled and lean, stepped up 
into the diner. Auburn hair with thick white streaks at the 
temples swept back over his head, and he had an eyepatch. 
He wore a tee shirt and jeans and combat boots, and he 
surveyed the diner with an alert eye. 

 The redhead quickly stood, turned, and almost jogged to 
the other door of the diner. Pushing through it, she hopped 
out of the diner into the sweltering August heat and ran 
towards the parking lot. She cursed her thin canvas shoes as 
footsteps pounded behind her. 

 “McTaggart,” barked an authoritative voice that had 
been trained and conditioned to stop hardened rebels in their 
tracks on a battlefield. “Relax. I‟m here to pick you up.” 

 She turned, anger flashing in her bright green eyes. “I 
should ha known it was a trap, but I wouldnae thought you‟d 
handle it personal, Fury,” she spat. 

 “No trap,” Fury said. “I‟m not with the Project 
anymore. Does this look like a uniform to you?” he said, 
gesturing at his decidedly unmilitary outfit. “Even 
undercover I woulda had ta wear pressed khakis.” He 
grinned at her ruefully. 

 “Yuir working with Forge?” she said haltingly, trying to 
wrap her mind around the idea. 

 “Yep,” Fury said. He tugged a cigar out of his pocket 
and bit the butt off of it, spitting it to the side. “All our 
disagreements when we worked together had to do with 
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some orders that neither of us liked. I was a military man. He 
was an innovator. I took my orders, he ran away.” Fury 
shrugged, lighting the cigar. “Things are different now. I help 
Forge out. Sort of a role reversal.” He grinned an unsettling 
grin, puffing out a cloud of cigar smoke through his nostrils. 

 “This is a day of surprises,” she said with an uncertain 
smile. 

 “You called Forge,” Fury said patiently. “Said you were 
willing to hear him out. He called ya back and told ya ta 
come to the diner here and wait, on a Saturday. It‟s Saturday 
and here I am on the way back from a supply run, and here 
we are.” 

 “Wha happened wi the Project an yeu?” McTaggart 
asked. 

 “I‟ll tell ya all about it,” Fury said, approaching an 
eighteen wheeler truck rig. 

 “We‟re ridan in this?” she said with a gesture. 

 “Lessn you wanna walk,” Fury said. “I‟m a regular 
trucker. I got a thermos an a cb an everything.” He grinned 
and stepped up, opening the truck door and climbing in. 

 Moira couldn‟t help but smile as she followed him. 

* 

 A trim executive in an expensive suit stood on the gravel 
roofing, overlooking the front gate and assorted buildings of 
the industrial complex. A cigarette smoldered in his hand, 
forgotten. 

 “You should have a tower, a Widow‟s Watch,” said an 
amused and feminine Russian voice behind him, “to see if 
your ships come in with the tides, whether you are wealthy or 
ruined.” 

 He smiled quietly to himself, then took a swift drag on 
his cigarette. He glanced down at his feet. There were about 
a dozen old cigar butts littering the roof in a small pile. 
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“Logan came here,” he said. He looked over the grounds. 
“To stand guard, I suppose. His paternal instincts were 
developed by raising a daughter.” He pondered for a long 
moment. “I suppose he adopted my complex.” He smiled. “I 
never would have thought I would miss him,” he said to 
himself. “But I do.” 

 “Stark, I think we had best get that recorded by a notary 
public,” the Russian said as she approached him. “Logan 
might have that framed and put in his room.” 

 “Best to stay off the record,” Stark said, his charm 
reviving enough to cover his moment of vulnerability. “What 
brings you up to my point of contemplation, Natasha?” 

 “I thought I‟d offer a handful of rubles for your 
thoughts,” she said with a rueful grin as she leaned on the 
low wall that bordered the roof. Stark found himself taken 
aback by her smooth pale skin, her flare of brilliant crimson 
hair, the flash of her green eyes, her powerful lithe grace. She 
wore a simple jumpsuit. On her, it looked tailored and 
specially fitted. 

 He chuckled. “A handful of rubles. Well, you don‟t get 
to be rich by wasting money,” he said as his eyes sparkled 
with amusement. “I was thinking about the state of my 
financial empire. With Fisk besieged and out of the picture 
for the moment, and all the other weirdness subsiding, I 
realized that I‟m through the spat of trouble I got into when 
I first met Logan. I wonder if it‟s coincidence or if he 
brought me trouble.” He shrugged. “Seems I have a chance 
to rebuild my empire. With the Fisk lawsuit, the vampires, 
spies, gangsters, and government agents this place has been a 
zoo.” He ruefully stubbed his cigarette out and left the butt 
with Logan‟s cigar butts. “I‟ll trade you rubles for dollars for 
your thoughts,” he added. “Why did you really come up 
here?” He looked her in the eye, a faint smile on his lips. 

 Natasha‟s cheeks colored slightly as she glanced away. “I 
thought rich men didn‟t get rich by wasting money,” she said. 
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 “Investments are a completely different affair,” Stark 
said, the very picture of debonair as he leaned against the low 
wall. 

 “Very well, you have me,” she said. She took a deep 
breath. “I was wondering if you‟d go out on a date with me,” 
she said quickly. 

 Stark blinked. “Well of course,” he said, his smile 
returning full force. “How about tomorrow night?”  

 “Sounds great,” she said with a quick embarrassed smile. 
“I‟ll see you at, say, seven?” 

 “Seven,” Stark nodded. 

 “Good,” Natasha said with a quick nod. She turned and 
quickly strolled over to the staircase, heading down off the 
roof and leaving Stark to himself. 

 Stark blinked again, then looked out over his empire as 
emotions bloomed in his chest. He saw the heavy athletic 
form of Piotr jog around a corner, following the perimeter 
fence, wrapped in a hooded sweatshirt. 

 “At least somebody is still standing guard,” he mused as a 
smile overtook his face. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 “That‟s pretty much it in a nutshell,” Fury said over the 
rumbling of the semi as they drove along the deserted stretch 
of highway. “After you left, Mystique took on the name 
Raven Darkholme. She‟s in charge, and who knows what 
kind of freak show she‟s running under Project secrecy.” 

 “I‟m still not clear on what you do now,” Moira said. 

 “I handle outside contact for Forge, we have this 
fortress hidden in the rocks,” Fury said. “And I handle the 
heavy lifting, and some of the cooking, that sort of thing. I‟m 
also brushing up on my field work skills, it‟s been a while. I 
kinda missed the combat and pumping iron.” His grin was 
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lopsided. “Forge took on somebody‟s private project to get 
us funding, so he‟s working on two projects at once.” His 
grin faltered. “Of course, he was stuck when I left. I hope 
he‟s figured out what‟s what by now.” He glanced over at 
Moira. “Enough outa me. What changed your mind?” 

 “I decided to come and see what Forge was doin,” she 
said, “because I know he‟s brilliant, and I want tae see what 
he‟s doin with his brilliance wi no one to answer to but 
himself.” 

 The semi pulled off, drove down a narrow road into a 
canyon. Forge pushed a button on a device on the 
dashboard, and a section of rock rolled back. The semi 
slowed down and chugged into the dim tunnel, the rock 
closing behind them. Fury cranked the wheel around and 
parked the semi. 

 “So yuir supposed to unload that whole wee trailer all by 
yourself?” Moira said as she clambered down out of the rig. 

 “Yes n no,” Fury shrugged. He flipped a switch, and 
lights flooded the bay. Moira saw three peculiar robots, low 
slung and thick legged with adjustable grip arms. “Those are 
remote controlled labor bots Forge whipped together. I 
direct them for unloading supplies. I‟ll do that after you‟re 
settled. Want a tour?” 

 “I‟d love a tour,” Moira said, pulling off her ball cap. 
The cave was suddenly cool after the blazing heat outside. 

 “You cut your hair,” Fury noted. Her hair was chin 
length, exposing her neck. 

 “Sure and I did, but that‟s not on the tour, is it?” she 
replied, arching an eyebrow and hiding a smile. 

 They headed for a freight elevator in the back. “Forge 
cut all this out with laser drills and planers,” Fury explained 
as they stepped into the elevator. “In some cases he could 
shape existing caves, in others he had to cut it all out. Took 
us some time.” The elevator started gliding up the elevator 
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shaft. “We have most of our ops up near the top where there 
were some caves we modified. Forge picked the site using 
density analyzers and all kinds of gizmos and stuff to figure 
where the best caves were so we weren‟t re-inventing the 
wheel.” 

 The elevator stopped and they got out. “Here we go,” 
he said, gesturing around a fairly spacious room. “This is the 
lounge, with the television, couches, there‟s the kitchen over 
on that side. Through there are our sleeping quarters. I got a 
room, he‟s got a room, we got two rooms for guests. One of 
those will be yours.” 

 Moira had already wandered over to the kitchen. “Which 
one of yeu does the cookin?” she inquired. 

 “We disagree on that point some,” Fury said with a grin. 
“I personally believe food should be hot, brown, and lots of 
it. He‟s picky. Want to see the control room?” 

 “Sure,” Moira said. “In this supply run. You got food, 
right?” 

 “Yeah,” Fury said. “Steak, hamburger, potatoes, pasta, 
then some leafy stuff and tomatoes and zucchini and that 
sort of thing for Forge.” He shook his head. “Zucchini?!” 

 Moira sighed with a small smile as they headed up a 
narrow staircase that led to a room that was glassed in. Moira 
realized the glass was really complex monitors, and from here 
she could see their entire final approach, as well as weather 
information, metal detecting scans, infra red, and a dizzying 
array of other sensors. 

 “This place is pretty well hidden,” Fury said. “Even the 
generator is almost a quarter mile deep. About any kind of 
satellite scanning wouldn‟t pick us up because of the angle 
under the rock that Forge arranged us. He checked it out 
with satellite pictures, x ray and all, before starting 
construction. He‟s a bit paranoid,” Fury added. “And I don‟t 
blame him one bit.” 
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 “Speaking of which,” Moira said. 

 “Yeah,” Fury nodded. “Let‟s go to the lab.” 

 They headed down the stairs, across the common room, 
and down another set of stairs that led to a smaller elevator. 
Taking that down for some way, they reached a corridor that 
led to a sealed blast door. Fury punched in a code, and with a 
snap and a hiss, the massive bulkhead reinforcers withdrew 
and the huge door rolled open. 

 Forge looked up, startled. His hair was disheveled, he 
wore a tatty bathrobe over his pajamas, a week of facial 
growth was silky on his narrow features. This room was the 
biggest so far. An array of computer equipment, delicate 
machinery, and other incomprehensible jumble lined the 
walls and took up rows of space in the middle of the room. 
Forge held a paper airplane. He tossed it, and it whirled 
drunkenly through the air before bopping off a stone wall 
and spiraling down. He turned to face them, futilely patting 
at his hair and clothes. 

 “Moira,” he said, his eyes lighting up. “I‟m so glad you 
decided to come.” He strode towards them. His smile 
faltered. “I wish I had more to show you.” 

 “Gotta go unload,” Fury nodded to him. He turned and 
jogged back down the corridor. 

 “This is quite a place you have here,” Moira said, 
gesturing around. “I assume it‟s protected by minigun 
batteries and missiles?” 

 “Nope,” Forge said with a grin. “Secrecy is our first 
weapon, everything else is built around getting me and Fury 
out with the salient tech, instead of defense. No, I‟m not 
going to take another life. Ever. Everything I‟m working on 
here has better applications.” 

 “Tha‟s good to know,” Moira said with a smile. “What 
are ye working on?” 
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 “There‟s my moneymaker and my dream,” Forge said. 
“This is the moneymaker.” He walked over to the side of the 
lab and contemplated the wall. Moira followed him, looking 
at a fabulous wall hanging. It was feathered and structured 
like wings, five meters wide. She gasped as she realized they 
were wings. 

 “Quite nice, I think,” Forge said dryly. The brushed 
aluminum feathers gleamed, and the structure was so 
complete it was lifelike. Forge reached up and gripped a 
pinfeather, pushing, and the well oiled assembly folded just 
like a wing. He let go.  

 “Power,” he shrugged, and he flopped down on the 
couch. “Any power source to operate that set is going to be 
prohibitive. Need a mini-nuke. I can‟t make one that is safe 
and not too heavy.” 

 “That‟s for a human?” Moira said. “You are ambitious!” 

 “Maybe too ambitious,” Forge sighed. “I designed the 
cyber nodule that would be implanted into the host‟s spine, 
so the wings can be detachable. If I use bio-reflexive 
generators like the ones that power my cybers,” he said, 
glancing at his mechanical arm and leg, “the user would be 
exhausted in about five minutes tops, up to twenty if they 
glide and minimally recharge from time to time. And that‟s 
best case scenario. I can‟t make them smaller or they won‟t 
support a man‟s weight.” 

 “Are these fer yeu?” Moira asked breathlessly. 

 He smiled mirthlessly. “I have enough cybers,” he said. 
“These are a custom job for a client who is bankrolling my 
current lifestyle.” He pondered for a moment. “Too bad they 
don‟t deliver pizza out here. I‟d be happier with my current 
lifestyle.” 

 Moira perched on an easy chair that clashed somewhat 
with the steel tables and intricate gear around it. “I remember 
when you worked on the air filters in the Duluth base,” she 
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said with a smile. “Nobody but yeu could get them ta work 
properly.” 

 “That‟s why it‟s so hard being stumped here,” he said 
between his teeth. “It‟s supposed to come easy. I‟ve always 
just been able to figure out whatever I put my hand to. And 
now, to be stuck, when I‟m finally on my own.” He shook 
his head. “It‟s hard on the confidence. I wonder if I‟ve 
overstepped.” He glanced over at her, and sighed. 

 “When I ran from the Project they cornered me,” he 
said to her. “Cable and I were trapped in a facility buried in 
stone. A spy, Trespasser, got us out by teleporting, just don‟t 
ask and no it isn‟t fun. Going with him, I was Alice in a 
technological Wonderland. I think I‟m blocked because for 
the first time, on that extended field trip, I saw technology 
that was beyond me.” He shook his head. “If I had stayed 
and studied the micropower technologies they developed I 
could do this, a snap. I think my talents have seen something 
bigger and still haven‟t adjusted.” 

 “Why did ye leave them then?” Moira asked. 

 Forge looked away. “Predictably enough,” he said 
bitterly, “I deserted. They required me to assassinate 
someone and I couldn‟t do it. I ran, and here I am. Hiding 
again.” 

 “What‟s yuir other project?” Moira asked brightly, trying 
to shake the mood that had suddenly clamped around them. 

 “Oh, that,” Forge said balefully. He rubbed his eyes, his 
cybernetic arm gleaming. “I‟m working on a cybernetic 
organism that‟s actually designed to take on those who are 
different. The Creeds, the Darkholmes, the Starks of the 
world. I want to build a cybernetic protector that can take on 
about anybody and stop them without killing them. I could 
just make a walking tank, that‟s a snap. But I want something 
that can pass as human, travel with humans, and protect 
humans.” He shrugged. 

 “Sounds good,” Moira said, thinking it over. 
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 “Power is the problem,” Forge said. “Again. I‟ve got a 
modular setup on a titanium frame, then I‟ve got phase 
arrays that can analyze any energy in microseconds, ranged 
siphons, force grid fields, I‟ve even worked up some ideas of 
a robotic dna that would allow nanites or microbots to affect 
field repairs on the unit.” He shook his head. “Just requires a 
major power plant to run all that simultaneously,” he 
muttered. 

 “Sounds like weapon research,” she said, looking away. 

 “It is,” Forge said. “And I have got to do it right,” he 
added, his eyes haunted as he looked at her. “Think about it, 
Moira. I go out there in the world, I make something 
wonderful. And then they‟re after me. Corporations will want 
to steal me, governments kill to get me in their weapon 
programs, let‟s not even think about terrorists or criminal 
empires; there‟d be no end to it. Until I can operate safely I 
have to live in hiding. The only way I can go out and live in 
everybody else‟s world is if I have some protection that‟s 
never been seen before. I‟m free here, but I‟m a prisoner in 
the world,” he finished, leaning back, his eyes bright. 

 For the first time, Moira understood. She bit her lip, and 
reached out to take his hand into hers. For a long time, 
neither of them moved. 

* 

 Stark and Natasha swirled across the dance floor 
gracefully, her black formal swishing against his tailored 
tuxedo. The orchestra played on, and the elegant couple 
waltzed. A minute later, Stark led her back to the table. They 
were both slightly winded, flushed, laughing. 

 “I haven‟t waltzed in years,” Natasha said breathlessly as 
she settled on the chair Stark held out for her. He sat on his 
own chair.  

 “Me either,” he said. “Not since college.” 
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 Natasha looked around thoughtfully. “I think you‟re the 
only man that would bring me to an Amnesty International 
charity dinner,” she said. 

 “I was going anyway,” he shrugged, “and I‟d rather 
bring you than some society arm decoration.” 

 “Do you enjoy these things?” she asked wide eyed. 

 “Not a bit,” Stark said with a wolfish grin, “but we 
capitalists have a lot of karma to burn off.” 

 At one end of the room was the dais and the array of 
luminaries, a huge Amnesty International candle logo on the 
wall behind them. The orchestra took a break, and Stark 
sipped his water. 

 “I‟m retiring,” Natasha said quietly. 

 Stark struggled with his drink for a moment, then 
swallowed it and blinked at her. “Come again?” 

 “I‟m retiring,” she said clearly. “I have enough money 
saved up to live well in New York for about twenty years, 
adjusting for inflation.” 

 “I think you mean you‟re giving me your two weeks 
notice,” Stark said, his voice hard and his eyes wounded. 

 “Very well, two weeks,” Natasha said with a shrug, her 
alabaster shoulders drawing the eye. Stark sat back in his 
chair, his jaw twitching. 

 “Yes well, most of my employees quit while on dates 
with me,” he managed, fumbling for the charm that he 
seemed to have lost at the moment. 

 She sighed, and looked away. “I do not believe it is right 
for employers to date those that work for them, Stark,” she 
said softly. She looked into his eyes. “I want very much to 
date you. And there‟s more to it. I am weary of keeping up 
on the latest tradecraft in a field where the technology curve 
is made for the young.” She tried a smile. “I memorize faces, 
facts, numbers, everything goes in and I keep it all. There‟s a 



 

   43 

glut of information to be absorbed to be up on the current 
situation. And I‟m tired… my husband is dead, my country 
no longer exists, and I‟m in a strange land. I‟m just… tired, 
Stark. Weary to the bone. My husband died in my arms. I 
never wanted to be a spy, or a counterspy.” Her eyes took on 
a distant cast. “I think I‟ll open a dance studio.” 

 Stark‟s emotions pulled in a number of directions at 
once, and his mouth opened then closed, his eyes struggling, 
as though he was trying to swallow a sizeable pill. “Natasha,” 
he managed. 

 “Sssh,” she said, touching his hands with her cool 
gloved hands. “My time of mourning is over. I will never 
forget the halfway house for espionage agents you offered 
me. I am endlessly grateful that you are the one man I have 
worked for who did not try to manipulate me to his own 
ends. Finally, I am free of the vicious and hopeless world I 
have lived in so long. Do not begrudge me that.” She picked 
up her purse. “I am ready to go home,” she said. 

 “I think I am too,” Stark managed. 

 

 An hour later they walked up to Stark‟s front door, still 
in full formal bloom. Stark stopped, and turned to look at 
her. 

 “Well, thanks for the date,” he said, only slightly bitter. 

 She smiled a small, secret smile. She leaned in close, and 
softly kissed his lips. She leaned back, mischief in her eyes. 

 He glanced down at the street, hands in his pockets. 
“This isn‟t quite how I imagined this evening would go,” he 
admitted. 

 “I like you like this,” Natasha said. “All rattled and off 
balance. I could get used to it.” 

 For the longest moment, she almost left and almost 
stayed, Stark almost went inside and almost took her in his 
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arms. As the moon hung in the sky, the moment hung 
between them. 

 Stark took her hand in his, looking into her eyes. 

 They went into his house together. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

August 5 

 Moira brought the tray of food in and put it on the desk. 
She glanced over at where Forge was morosely sticking 
Legos together, sitting cross legged on the floor. 

 “I brought you some stew,” she said. She took the bowl 
and plate from the tray and put them on the desk. “Auch! 
What‟s this nasty black dust on your desk?” she said, picking 
the plate up and blowing on the desk. A scattering of black 
dust swirled away. 

 Forge shrugged. “I don‟t know. It‟s all over the place.” 

 “Maybe ye should check the air filters,” Moira suggested.  

 “It‟s not a big deal,” Forge said. 

 “I‟ll check the vents then,” she said, looking around. “I 
dinnae know where to start.” 

 “It‟s right over here,” Forge muttered, seeing that he‟d 
get no peace. He rolled to his feet and padded over to a duct, 
then tapped the side. The filter popped out. He pulled it clear 
and blinked. The filter was lightly dusted with the powdery 
sandstone the place was carved from, but there wasn‟t a trace 
of black dust on it. 

 “Now that‟s odd,” he said with a frown. He glanced 
around. “I‟m the only one that comes in here, and the dust 
didn‟t come in with any of the gear. At least I don‟t think it 
did.” 
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 He walked over to his chair. “I know there‟s some over 
here,” he muttered. He squatted and looked at the chair, and 
Moira joined him. 

 “Odd,” he said. “The dust is mostly on one side of the 
chair but not the other.” He stood and strode over to the 
desk, peering down at it. “Seems the dust is mostly on one 
side over here as well.” He grinned sheepishly at Moira. 
“Now you‟ve got me all curious.” 

 She sweetly smiled at him. He swept some dust onto his 
hand and took it over to the electron microscope, prepared it 
for viewing, then settled in and switched the screens on. 

 As he peered at the dust at incredible magnifications, his 
eyes widened. 

 “This isn‟t carbonized,” he said breathlessly. “It‟s flat 
out disintegrated. How did this happen in my lab?” 

 “I‟m sure ye can think of a half a dozen ways,” Moira 
said with a puckish grin. 

 “Yes, but I‟d know about each of them. This is 
something different. I don‟t know what this is. I don‟t know 
how this happened.” Forge‟s eyes were gleaming. 
“Something… only half the desk. Only half the chair.” His 
eyes wandered down to his cybernetic arm. His heart 
jumped. 

 “Something in the arm,” he said breathlessly. “Maybe 
something in my arm is disintegrating things.” His brow 
creased in worry. “Moira, the cabinet to your left. Could you 
get me my spare arm?” 

 She blinked, then opened the cabinet. He triggered two 
seals and twisted his wrist, then casually pulled his cybernetic 
arm off and carried it over to an examination table. 

 “Sure an that‟s a bit disconcertin,” Moira murmured as 
she brought him another arm, but he wasn‟t paying attention 
to her. He snapped the lower tech arm in place, then 
activated the overhead scanning lamp unit. 
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 She watched him as he fiddled with resolution and 
spectrum, going over the arm centimeter by centimeter. She 
smiled quietly to herself. This was the Forge she remembered. 

 “I‟ll see you tomorra,” she said, and she slipped out 
unnoticed as Forge bent his concentration to the task. 

 

August 6 

 Forge drained a shot glass of whisky, and wiped the 
back of his hand across his mouth. “Activate voice log,” he 
said, surprised at how hoarse his voice was. There was a faint 
chime in the background. “This is Forge, talking to himself. 
It‟s two in the morning on August 6th. I figured I‟d use this 
journal to record my independent researches, but this is the 
fourth time I‟ve used it. I suppose I want to talk to 
somebody without waking anybody up.” He picked up a vial 
and stared into the tan liquid within. 

 “I‟ve had a breakthrough the likes of which I have never 
before dreamed of,” he said. “I was depressed at the 
possibility that my cybers could be breaking down. They are 
cutting edge, stuff I put together at the Trespasser‟s station in 
Australia with tools I had never had access before. If these 
break I‟m not sure I can fix or replace them. So I put extra 
care into scanning them when one started making black dust. 
Turns out the dust was residue from disintegration. You can 
imagine my concern.” He refilled his shot glass and put the 
bottle of whisky aside, but in easy reach. 

 Picking up the shot glass, he regarded its contents in the 
light. “I went over every component in three dimensional 
detail,” he murmured. “Until I found the anomaly. Until I 
found the… the… the matter virus, I suppose.” He drained 
the shot glass. 

“It seems to convert matter to a crystalline structure 
like its own. Once they are of the same material, then it can 
completely drain the energy from the material. As the matter 
virus works, changing the molecular structure of surfaces, a 
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lot of energy is released into the matrix. When the whole 
thing is drained, even the energy that holds the molecules 
together is absorbed. In other words,” he managed, “I may 
have just found the most portable, renewable, scary as hell 
power source ever. Bar none. This is a lot more terrifying to 
me than atomic power.” He refilled the shot glass. 

“Cannibalistic matter viruses don‟t get accidentally 
stuck into cybernetic limbs,” he reflected quietly. Shying 
away from that idea, he tossed the whisky back and wiped his 
mouth. The room was warm and gently rocking. “Thank you, 
Susan,” he muttered, his eyes blurring with unshed tears. 

 He stood, clearing his throat. “I‟ll name this thing the 
transmode virus, and I‟ll name the material it makes techno 
organic matter. And with that,” he said, throwing his shot 
glass across the room where it bounced off the couch and 
rolled across the floor, “I‟m going to bed. End recording.” 

 

October 3 

 Fried eggs, okra, hash browns, and fat sausage were in 
plates on the table. Moira leaned back, looking out the 
cleverly cut skylight as the sun poured in. Fury was paying 
strict and thorough attention to his breakfast, hunched over 
it protectively out of long force of habit. 

 “Hard ta believe I‟ve been here two months already,” 
Moira said with a faint smile. “Time just flies.” 

 “I‟m glad Forge is about done with his project,” Fury 
said around a mouthful. “I mean, don‟t get me wrong. It was 
great watching every movie John Wayne was ever in and 
getting back in shape; an old warhorse like me feels good 
about doing a ten klik run again. But I get the feelin the 
break‟s just about over.” 

 “Yes,” Moira said. “Though I wouldn‟t mind another 
few months. With the secondary lab Forge set up, I just 
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might be able to figure out a cure for cancer.” She smiled at 
Fury. 

 He shrugged. “I haven‟t made a decision that affected 
anybody but me for two months,” he grinned, “not since I 
ran you down and brought you here. I‟m getting antsy, 
though.” 

 “I‟m sure when Forge unveils his new toys things will 
get busy enough,” Moira mused. 

 Forge walked in, his eyes bright. 

 “I just got off the phone with Worthington,” he said. 
“It‟s go time.” 

* 

 Fury pulled the semi up to the diner‟s parking lot and 
shut it down. He lightly hopped out and sauntered into the 
diner. Worthington wasn‟t hard to spot. He was the only one 
in the diner whose clothes cost over two hundred dollars for 
a casual outfit. Wavy blonde hair, an aristocratic face, 
manicured nails; Worthingon was tall and charismatic and 
very rich. The billionaire looked around the diner with some 
distaste. Fury approached. 

 “Forge sent me,” he growled. He turned and headed out 
of the diner, Worthington on his heels. 

 Fury opened the back of the truck. Worthington peered 
in as Fury hit the lights. 

 Part of the floor of the semi trailer was carpeted. There 
was a couch and a very nice overstuffed chair, bolted in 
place, and a floor lamp that was also immobile. Along one 
side there was a credenza with a television and stereo, and 
there were books lined up on the shelf. 

 “Traveling in style,” Worthington noted dryly. “No 
windows?” 

 “Better for everyone if you don‟t know where we go 
exactly,” Fury nodded.  
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 Worthington shrugged, and clambered into the back of 
the semi. Fury slammed and locked the doors, then ran to 
the cab and got the show on the road. 

 

 Forge was waiting for Fury and Worthington when they 
arrived in the control room. 

 “I see my money hasn‟t been entirely wasted,” 
Worthington said with a smile as he walked in. 

 “Glad you could make it. We should have you up and 
ready to go by the day after tomorrow,” Forge smiled. 

 “Good,” Worthington nodded. “I set a week aside on 
my calendar.” 

 “You may get to spend the better part of it flying,” 
Forge said. “Would you like to see what I have in mind?”  

 Worthington chuckled. “You think I prefer suspense? 
It‟s been months, Forge. I‟m ready.” 

 Forge picked a device up from the counter. “I‟m going 
to replace part of your spine with this,” he said seriously. The 
device he held was the size of a flashlight. It had joints 
spaced like vertebrae. Glinting dully in the light, it was not 
overly impressive. “These grooves on the side will take the 
sensory input from the wing assembly. So not only will it feel 
as natural to you as your arms or legs when you move your 
wings, but they‟ll be detachable.” 

 “That little thing will be able to support my weight?” 
Worthington said skeptically. 

 “It has built in reinforcers that will guide themselves 
along your ribcage and the length of your spine once the unit 
is installed.” 

 “It‟s been tested?” Worthington prodded, a bit of 
concern in his eyes. 

 “Do you trust me or don‟t you?” Forge said with a 
smile. 



 

50 

 Worthington made up his mind. “I trust you. Now can I 
see the wings?” 

 Forge turned and walked to the other end of the control 
room. Pressing a button on the console, he retracted a 
screen. Behind it hung the glittering wings. 

 Light glinted along the iridescent black and tan wings. 
They were folded, quiescent, hanging on the wall. Forge 
tapped a few keys, and the wings silently stretched to full 
extension on the wall, over three meters. 

 Worthington was speechless. 

 “I take it you‟re ready to begin,” Forge murmured 
without turning. 

 

October 5 

 The big square Russian bulled into Stark‟s office. “You 
must reconsider!” he pleaded desperately. 

 Stark finished typing his sentence and looked up at the 
big man mildly. “Piotr. Let us be blunt,” he said, “since 
anything else would be wasted on you.  I am weary of paying 
your rather extensive medical bills each and every time you 
fight somebody. You have the power, and the defense. So 
the only way I can figure you get beat up so often is because 
you just don‟t know how to fight.” 

 Piotr‟s face contracted into a scowl as he reddened. “I 
am an expert wrestler and my fighting prowess—“  

 “Needs work,” Stark finished with a severe look. 

 “Karate! Tae Kwon Do! Something! And a different 
teacher!” begged the big Russian. 

 The intercom chirped. “Mr. Stark, Ms. Romanova is 
here to see you,” the receptionist said. 

 “Do send her in,” Stark said, sitting back with a satisfied 
expression that could be called a smirk. 
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 “You are evil,” Piotr said weakly, his eyes shifting 
around the room. 

 The door opened, and Natasha strolled in. Her eyes 
were bright, she was trim and taut. Her time spent brushing 
up on her dancing skills had been good to her. She ran her 
hands through her trim red hair. 

 “I hear you‟re ready to begin training,” she said to Piotr 
in fluent Russian. 

 He was sullen and silent. 

 “Have your way with him, Natasha,” Stark said breezily. 
“I believe we agreed he needed to learn jujitsu and tai chi.” 

 “I cannot strike a woman, even in play,” Piotr said 
suddenly. “And I am a wrestler!” 

 “Take the big baby and get him started, I have contract 
bid analysis to finish up,” Stark said, turning to his computer 
dismissively. 

 Natasha opened the door gallantly and gestured for 
Piotr to leave the office first. He sulked out, and she flashed 
a grin at Stark before she followed. 

* 

 “Morning,” Forge said to Worthington as the billionaire 
strolled into the common room. “How do you feel?” 

 “Just waiting for you to tell me I can try out my new off-
road vehicle,” Worthington said. He sat down. “It hasn‟t hurt 
since yesterday morning.” 

 “The surgical techniques Moria and I worked up for this 
are pretty clean and quick healing,” Forge noted. He smiled 
at her across the table. “Her regeneration bath didn‟t hurt 
either.” 

 “Maybe it‟s the angle, but I barely detect scarring,” 
Worthington said. 

 “There isn‟t much.” 
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 “I‟d really like to skip breakfast,” Worthington said after 
looking at his plate for a moment. “Am I ready to fly?” 

 

 An hour later they stood on the top of the spire of rock 
that hid Forge‟s secret complex. Worthington wore a tee 
shirt and shorts and biker shoes. He stretched to limber up, 
his breathing shallow and swift.  

 Forge held the wings. “You ready?” 

 “Oh gods,” breathed Worthington. He stood with his 
back to Forge. “I‟m ready.” 

 As Forge held the wings closer to Worthington‟s back, 
small connecters unfurled from the central unit of the wings 
and writhed, like a centipede‟s legs. As Forge held the wings 
against Worthington‟s back, Worthington gasped as the 
connectors slid into his flesh, clicking into place with the 
cybernetic nodule in his spine. 

 “Now give it a moment,” Forge murmured, “this is 
going to feel rather chilly.” 

 Worthington shuddered as his brain creased, learning 
new paths. Like downloading software to a hard drive, his 
mind absorbed the basics of how to handle the wings. He 
stretched them as Forge jumped back; in the early morning 
light they gleamed as Worthington spread them, the 
pinfeathers quivering at the extent of his reach. Tears slid out 
of his eyes. 

 “My birthright,” he whispered. “What should have been 
mine is again.” 

 “That was really, really fast,” Forge said to himself as he 
and Moira and Fury backed away. 

 There was no period of awkwardness. Worthington 
folded his wings and turned to face them. “They‟re so light,” 
he said, “and flexible. This was well worth a billion dollars to 
me.” He pulled his phone out of his pocket and hit the 
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autodial. “Murray. Transfer the rest.” He snapped the phone 
shut. 

 “Care and feeding instructions,” Forge said. He 
approached. “Don‟t brush those wings across anyone. 
They‟re razor sharp and one swat could kill a man. I‟m going 
to touch one of your feathers,” he said. Reaching out, he 
chose one, and wiggled it slightly. “Feel that?” 

 “I do,” Worthington said breathlessly, his eyes shining. 

 “You can choose feathers to loosen, then swipe your 
wing at something and the feathers will come out. You need 
to do this if any of them are broken or damaged, it might be 
too difficult to remove them by hand.” 

 Worthingon swept his wing in front of him, and three 
feathers sprang from his wing and embedded themselves in 
the rock, quivering. They sank over an inch. Fury swallowed 
hard, seeing the power of the wings, the force and sharpness 
in them. 

 “How do I get more feathers?” Worthington asked. “Do 
I have to install them by hand?” 

 “Maybe for five hundred million,” Forge said with a 
mischievous smile. “But you paid for the best and you got it. 
Walk up to the wall here. Spread your wing and touch the 
wall.” 

 Worthington did so, pressing his splayed wing against 
the wall. He blinked, and slowly smiled. Part of the wall 
sifted dust down, and when he removed his wing it left a 
fossil like print on the wall. His wings were regenerated. 

 “I don‟t want to know how it works,” Worthington said 
unsteadily. “That‟s just gorgeous.” 

 “Want to try them out?” Forge said, politely gesturing to 
the four hundred foot drop into the canyon below. 

 Worthington didn‟t hesitate, he took a run at the cliff 
and sprang off like the athlete he was. The wings spread, 
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shimmering in the sun, and then he caught the updraft and 
spun slowly, gaining altitude. He tucked them and dove, 
straight down into the valley, spreading his wings and 
sweeping up to fly along the curve of the canyon. 

 He screamed, sounding oddly like an eagle, defiant and 
joyful as he flapped a few times. Forge let out a breath he 
hadn‟t realized he was holding. 

 “It worked,” he managed, his vision blurring with tears. 
“I am a genius.” Moira moved next to him and squeezed his 
hand. 

 Fury slowly approached the wall where the feathers were 
embedded. He gingerly touched one, and it fell to dust. He 
scowled, then clamped a cigar in his jaws. He shivered. Then 
he headed for the elevator. 

 

CHAPTER FOUR 

November 25 

 “I can‟t believe it just took you a month,” Fury said, 
looking skeptically at Forge‟s latest creation. 

 “I can,” Moira said proudly. “The groundwork was laid, 
wasn‟t it.” 

 “Just needed the techno organic web,” Forge said. “That 
put it all together and gave it batteries. So I get to be the dad. 
Fury, you want to be the wacky uncle?” 

 “I‟m gonna go check the stuffing,” Fury said. “Moira, 
want me ta take a look at the turkey while I‟m at it?” 
  “I‟ll just go handle it, thanks,” she said, alarmed at the 
idea. She squeezed Forge‟s shoulder. “I‟ll be the wee bairn‟s 
mother, I suppose.” 

 Forge grinned. “I‟ll be up in a minute, you can get the 
Thanksgiving dinner all ready to go.” 

 “If you don‟t mind my asking,” Fury said, “what‟s yer 
field test gonna be?” 
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 Forge approached his invention. “I figure the first stop 
will be Stark‟s complex. Send him in to get the helmet off 
Stark‟s armor.” He grinned puckishly. 

 “Seems ambitious,” Fury said. “I enjoy picking on Stark 
as much as anybody, but we will eventually go after 
somebody else, right? Is this brain envy or something?” 

 “Hush, you,” Moira said indignantly. 

 “Not brain envy, I‟m a much better inventor,” Forge 
said quietly. “But you‟re right, I do envy him. I envy him his 
place. He fits in the world, you know?” 

 “Don‟t envy him too much,” Fury said with a wry grin, 
thinking back to when he ran the Project. 

 “Go, go, go,” Forge said, shooing them out. They left 
the lab, and he turned back to the Sentinel. 

 “So,” he said conversationally. The Sentinel was just 
over six feet tall, broad, heavy, sleek. Round modules were 
connected to a titanium frame, they resembled muscles 
somewhat. Holding them together and connecting everything 
was the inky iridescent techno organic matter. The head‟s 
faceplate was blank black steel. Overall, the techno organic 
creature looked quite intimidating. It was bulky but lithe, 
black steel and techno organic muscle flesh. 

 “Engage hologram, technician,” Forge said. With the 
faintest whir, the holographic projector snapped on and the 
Sentinel became a gangly technician in a lab coat, looking 
bored. 

 Forge smiled. “This… is going to be… cool,” he 
murmured. 

* 

 Piotr stomped on the target dummy‟s foot, crumpling it. 
He stood back, and the foot uncrumpled. 

 “No good,” Natasha said in Russian, the language they 
conducted the training in. “Your form is worthless.” 
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 “Form,” he snorted haughtily. “The foot is crushed!” 

 “Only because you are strong,” she said. “You will not 
always be strong. There will come a time when you need to 
pull every ounce of power out of yourself to do the simplest 
things. You may be wounded. Your opponent may be 
stronger than you. When raw muscle power won‟t serve, you 
have nothing but form. And it takes centuries of teaching 
and using to develop the most efficient form possible. You 
must use what others have learned. Accuracy and precision 
will defeat raw strength in any battle.” 

 He glared at her. “You just say this because I am not 
accurate and precise. I think this is just a way Stark has 
chosen to humiliate me. He told me if I quit my job was 
finished. I think my job is finished.” He turned and stalked 
away from her. 

 “You do not leave my dojo without showing respect,” 
she said clearly. She sighed as he tromped towards the door. 
Rolled her eyes. Said something choice about Stark under her 
breath. Then bounded lightly towards Piotr. 

 He turned as he heard her coming, but he wasn‟t fast 
enough. She launched at him, her heel pounding into the 
back of his knee. He yelped as he folded, and she whipped 
clear and rolled to her feet as he was hitting the ground. 

 “Did I just humiliate you and make you eat the dust 
because I was stronger?” she asked with clinical interest. “Or 
because I am better than you are?” 

 He growled as he clambered to his feet. “I am leaving,” 
he said heatedly, his face red. 

 “I won‟t let you,” she said coolly. “We have an infirmary 
nearby, so Stark gave me permission to break what I needed 
to. This will go poorly for you, Piotr.” 

 “You are a slip of a woman,” he said, anguish and rage 
jostling each other in his voice. “I will not hurt you!” 
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 “Another weakness,” she said with a nod. “Better that 
you reserve your chivalry for the helpless, instead of 
assuming they are all women.” 

 “I learned the basics you taught me. I‟ve been coming to 
these foolish classes for a month!” Piotr exploded. “I have 
had enough!” 

 “Then this is your graduation exam,” Natasha said 
smoothly. “You don‟t have to hit me. Just stay on your 
oafish feet.” 

 His expression darkened further, and she darted at him. 
He reached for her, but she snagged his wrist and spun along 
his arm, tucking against his chest as her heel smacked into 
the front of his ankle, deadening feeling. She bucked against 
him at the end of the twirl, and in a surreal moment he found 
himself whistling through the air. She held on to his wrist, 
and his tightly described arc smashed him down on the metal 
floor right at her feet, the entire energy of the throw bashed 
into his dazed length as he sprawled. 

 He struggled to get a breath in. She chuckled. 

 “Look at all that muscle all over the floor,” she said. 
“You haven‟t been paying attention. Me beating you up is 
why Stark wanted you here. Not to humiliate you; the 
opposite. He‟s tired of you being humiliated. Damn it, Piotr, 
get ahold of yourself. Aren‟t you tired of Fisk, Doom, 
Valeria, and me beating you up?” 

 “I did fine against vampires,” he gasped. 

 She rolled her eyes. “You‟re missing the point. When 
you can stand, I‟ll show you what I mean.” 

 He managed to stagger to his feet. 

 “You‟re a wrestler,” she said. “And you‟re strong. So I‟ll 
let you grab me from behind in a bear hug and we‟ll see if 
you can hold it. Okay?” 
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 “Thank you for the chance to show what I do well,” he 
said gratefully. “This is what it would come to anyway.” 

 She turned, and he wrapped his huge arms around her 
and applied a bit of pressure, not enough to hurt the frail 
woman. She put two fingers between his knuckles on his left 
hand, deadening it. Then she pried one of his pinkie fingers 
loose. She cranked and twisted. Something snapped. He 
gritted his teeth, sweat sprang out on his forehead, his grip 
tightened. She scowled and cranked the finger at intolerable 
angles, sending waves of pain shooting through him. Then 
her heel slammed down between the metacarpals on the top 
of his foot and twisted. He wheezed. She managed to jab her 
thumb into the nerve of his elbow. 

 He whined in pain as she tore loose of his grip, spinning. 
She plunged a single knuckle into the nerve under his bicep 
by his armpit. Another into the nerve clusters in his 
hamstring. She snapped a hit into his carotid artery that left 
him light headed with black suns exploding before his eyes. 
Panting, she withdrew. 

 “Now, Piotr, you are not strong,” she said. “How would 
you beat me now? If I was a man twice my size, how would 
you beat me? Turn to steel? Is that your answer for 
everything?” 

 He struggled to close his hands and he couldn‟t. He 
stumbled, facing off with her blearily. 

 “If you don‟t know how to use your body,” she said 
quietly, “turning to steel will be useless. Fighting smart is 
better than fighting strong. Remember that, and the next 
time you fight power armor you will be fighting joints, 
chinks, and gaps instead of pounding on plates.” She let that 
sink in. 

 She smiled as she saw the idea take root. Piotr‟s eyes lit 
up. 

 “Now let‟s go get that broken finger fixed,” she said. 
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December 1 

 Fury leaned against the windowframe looking out over 
the sodden city. The sun was setting, a crimson flare between 
the buildings and the lowering storm clouds. Falling rain was 
picked out in silver streaks. He shook his head, and turned 
back to the techno nest. 

 Forge was clamping the last of the cables to the back of 
the display array. The entire small apartment had been 
transformed into an observation post. There were three seats 
in the middle of a band screen, and one seat had a half dozen 
monitors with it as well. 

 “So from here we get three sixty wraparound vision 
from the Sentinel?” Fury said, touching one of the cables. 
“This is a hell of a setup.” 

 “It‟s a field test,” Forge replied. “I want as much data as 
possible. So many of the Sentinel‟s systems are learning 
systems that need stimulus to interact with, I figure a field 
test will show me how fast the machine can learn. Plus, I‟ve 
got all the raw data streaming to this,” he said, patting a 
laptop, “just in case.” 

 “This thing is set to nonlethal, right?” Fury asked in a 
low voice. 

 “All my inventions are,” Forge replied lightly. “I‟m not 
in the business of taking life.” 

 “Just checking,” Fury said. He slung down into his seat 
as Moira shuttered all the windows. “We‟re, what, three 
blocks from the corner of Stark‟s complex?” 

 “Three blocks,” Forge nodded. 

 “We must have balls of solid steel,” Fury muttered to 
himself. Then he shrugged and flicked on the display. 

 Moira settled into her seat. Forge glanced around. 
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 “Okay, people, you don‟t have to steer, just watch and 
enjoy the ride,” Forge said. “By witnessing the field test you 
can help me tweak the design specs later.” 

 “This thing has a self destruct, right?” Fury asked. 

 “You are such a worrier!” Forge said. “Yes, it does! And 
we might have to use it. I have no intention of letting my 
creation get into anybody else‟s hands. So. Are we ready to 
start?” 

 “Ready as I‟ll be,” Moira said nervously. “How many 
laws are we breaking?” 

 “Bah,” Forge said. 

 “Ready,” Fury gritted out. 

 “Then it‟s showtime,” Forge said. He flicked a switch as 
the microwave beeped. The popcorn was done. 

 The Sentinel flickered through a half dozen holograms 
and ended up with one of a police officer. It approached the 
guard station to Stark‟s complex with a measured tread. 

 “Scuse me, sir, this area is off limits,” one of Stark‟s 
guards said apologetically, approaching the Sentinel as it drew 
near the door. The Sentinel popped a flare, and the guard 
staggered back with a shout clutching at his face. Steely 
microfibric web spat out of the Sentinel as it sealed the doors 
of the guard stations that flanked the entry. The windows 
were bulletproof, so the guards were trapped inside. The 
Sentinel put his hands flat against the door; it rippled, and 
from its hands the door turned black, glittering, meshlike. A 
few moments later that section of door fell to dust, and the 
Sentinel was at full charge. It turned, unclipped the i.d. tag 
from the whimpering guard, and strode into the complex. 

 Forge giggled and stamped his feet in glee as the 
Sentinel passed the first level of security. 

* 
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 Stark and Natasha reached the control room at the same 
time, alarms blaring in the background. 

 “What!” Stark demanded. 

 “Interloper, looked like a cop, hit the front gate. Rogers 
was the only one to make it inside,” the young man at the 
console said quickly. “I‟m handling it, sir.” 

 “You‟re Cheever, right?” Stark said. “Hot shot security 
specialist we hired?” 

 “Yes sir, I won‟t let you down sir,” the young man said. 
“Rogers isn‟t responding to the page.” 

 “Show me Rogers,” Stark said tersely. 

 The young officer‟s fingers flew, and on the display it 
showed Rogers, identified by his tag, moving into the 
complex. 

 “Strange direction to go if the alarm is at the gate,” Stark 
muttered. “Heat scan.” 

 “What the,” Cheever said as the figure flared blues 
instead of reds. 

 “Right,” Stark said as the officer looked at him with new 
admiration. 

 “He‟s new,” interjected an older security officer, 
nodding to Stark apologetically. 

 Stark picked up a com unit. “Piotr, west atrium, 
intruder.” He tossed the com unit back on the desk. 
“Natasha, you‟re in control here. I‟m going to get my armor.” 

 Cheever didn‟t object. 

* 

 Forge avidly munched popcorn as the Sentinel rounded 
a corner and squared off with Piotr Rasputin. To conserve 
energy, the Sentinel dropped the hologram. Piotr‟s eyes 
widened and he swore by the White Wolf. 
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 Forge watched very carefully as Piotr flexed harder than 
mere muscle can flex, and energy rippled around him as he 
began to turn to steel. The Sentinel scanned him in a fraction 
of a second and handled the microcalibrations in less than an 
instant. Raising an arm stiffly, it blasted at him, connecting 
with his field, and siphoned off the energy of his 
transformation. It leaped towards him as the energy played 
around him then ran out and he collapsed breathless and still 
very much flesh. 

 Forge whooped with glee. 

 The Sentinel kicked Rasputin, who flew down the 
corridor to bang into the wall at the intersection, denting it. 
Bulkheads slid down sealing the Sentinel in the segment of 
corridor. 

 The Sentinel slapped its hands against the bulkhead, and 
its dull gray steel turned to glittering black mesh, spreading 
like a stain across the surface of the door. Then it began to 
sift away as dust, and the Sentinel was fully charged once 
again. It stepped through the gap and saw Piotr running 
down the hall one way as Stark troops gathered down the 
other hall, armed with plasma weapons.  

 The Sentinel snapped off a blast of concussive force 
from a pod in its forearm, smacking Rasputin in the back and 
bouncing him off the wall at the end of the corridor, denting 
it.  

 “I think it has a sense of humor,” Fury noted. Forge just 
grinned like a maniac. 

 The security force opened up with plasma weapons. The 
Sentinel turned, flexed, and engaged one of the modules in 
its chest. A magnetic bottle surrounded it, and plasma skitted 
away and slapped across the walls, floor, ceiling, some back 
the way they came. The Sentinel adjusted the bottle to a tube, 
and all the plasma rebounded towards the shooters. They 
scrambled back, and the shooting stopped at once.  
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 One of the Sentinel‟s hands formed into a spike, and it 
punched into the wall and accessed the power feed. As it 
juiced up instantly, the Sentinel accessed the computer grid 
for schematics. 

 “Have you thought about naming it the judo-bot?” 
Moira asked in awe. 

 “We are taping this, right?” Fury asked, his eye alight. “I 
want to watch the part where this little guy goes up against 
Stark‟s armor over and over and over.” 

 The complex cut power to the section where the 
Sentinel was. It withdrew its arm from the wall, reforming a 
hand. Piotr came barreling around the corner, full steel 
mode, sprinting towards the Sentinel. 

 The Sentinel squared off with him as he rushed up and 
pounded it. 

 “Whoah!” Fury said. “What the hell was that dodge? He 
just took it!” 

 “Patience,” Forge said. “Boy, this guy learns fast.” 

 “What?” 

 “Watch,” Forge said. “Just watch.” 

 The Sentinel slammed back against the wall, damage 
assessment algorithms complete the moment the damage was 
inflicted. Parameters of opponent configured and verified. 
Piotr leaped to follow up his advantage. 

 His next hit slammed down as the Sentinel‟s field 
flickered, reconfiguring. The blow‟s kinetic energy rebounded 
into Piotr, sending him sailing down the hall. The Sentinel 
flowed to its feet and sent six precise blasts down the 
corridor that collapsed the intersection on Piotr entirely. 
Then it turned and moved on, its repair sequence activated 
and already undoing the damage from Piotr‟s hit. 

 

CHAPTER FIVE 
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 “I‟m suited up,” Stark‟s voice said into the control room. 
“Where is it?” 

 “Motor pool, level b,” Natasha said. 

 “What is it doing in the motor pool?” Stark asked, 
surprised. 

 “I uploaded the alternative floorplans before it could 
access the system,” Natasha said. “It thinks the motor pool is 
your lab. Watch yourself. This thing is no robot.” 

 “Clear. Keep tabs on the progress. Send teams to collect 
samples as fresh as possible where this thing has passed. I 
want to know what we‟re dealing with. Have the security 
teams redeploy to alert status and I‟ll let you know if 
anything else is needed from them. I‟m almost there. Watch 
me.” 

 “I‟ll be watching,” Natasha said clearly, glancing over 
the compound eye of the screens in the security station. 

 

 The doors slid open for Stark, and as the glittering suit 
of the most advanced power armor in the world stepped into 
the motor pool his scanners instantly picked out the 
interloper. A confused and sleek black robot surveyed the 
scene from one of the two balcony levels. It looked and 
moved like it was alive. Stark wondered if it was a next 
generation power armor configuration. No time to work that 
out just now. 

 The black intruder spotted him right away. Stark 
snapped two sustained blasts into it from the repulsor beams 
built into the gauntlets of his sleek armor. 

 The beams rippled across its fields and punched 
through, knocking it into the wall and pinning it there with 
incredibly destructive force. Then Stark realized the beam 
was ticking up in intensity; somehow the target had locked 
into the energy signature and it was draining him! Through 
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the haze and boiling metal he saw the creature re-forming as 
his energy poured into the field around it. 

 He kicked in the interrupt circuits that reset the blasters, 
then he grinned. A genius, eh. Let‟s see what he could 
manage against its defenses. 

 He whispered to himself, and the armor‟s blasters 
shifted. He fired out a random pulse generator, with over 
two billion possible frequencies per millisecond of assault. 
The beam tore across the black armor, shredding its exterior 
and bursting some of its nodules like popcorn kernels under 
a laser. 

 Part of the walkway had melted, and the blast shoved 
the black armor back through the hole to drop to the next 
level with a hearty clang. Then the armor rolled over and 
dropped behind one of Stark‟s trucks. 

 As Stark‟s mininuke generators rapidly recharged his 
suit, he leaped off the balcony and popped his jets twice, 
landing gently on the ground. He didn‟t want to be in the air 
when this critter opened its bag of tricks again. He learned 
his lesson from the first frontal assault. 

 An electromagnetic flare burst, and the cameras 
sputtered and died as did all the other electric gear in the 
room. Except Stark‟s armor; heavily shielded, it ignored the 
blast as he toppled and rolled around the truck, popping up 
on one knee and blazing away.  

 But the black suit had evaded him, already moving. He 
turned as he caught a glimpse of it in his electronic peripheral 
vision screens. It released a sonic ping, precisely calibrated to 
his armor; the armor rang like a bell as he flew backwards 
and slammed into a car, punching through the passenger 
door and smacking his head on the steering column hard 
enough to shatter the wheel and break the column. 

 Dazed and aching but unhurt, he swiftly whispered to 
his armor, shifting the millimeter field that surrounded the 
armor to throw further pings off enough to simply make 
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noise. Microfibric webbing spat from the dark armor, 
burying the car and the armor inside it. Stark struggled to 
reposition, surprised at the strength of the restraints. The 
armor turned its back on him and hopped over to one of the 
trucks. 

 “Stark,” Natasha said, “I can‟t see what‟s going on in 
there, but I got your complex‟s frequency monitors going 
overtime and that thing is transmitting! The encryption is too 
tough to break just now, but we‟re recording it, and it‟s in 
communication with something here in New York!” 

 “Isolate and locate,” Stark gritted out as his incredibly 
powerful armor tore loose of the strands, shoving the car 
apart like a webbed egg. “Get whoever is behind this. And 
reboot the security in here. I want this recorded.” 

 “Clear,” she said, and she dropped off the line as Stark‟s 
jets blared, flinging him up in the air. 

 One of his trucks glittered and gleamed, sleek iridescent 
black mesh, then it began to sift to dust. As it tumbled to the 
ground in lazy clouds, the fully regenerated and charged 
Sentinel strode through the swirling ash. 

 “What the hell is this thing?” Stark breathed. He 
wondered if it was magic. Then, he focused. Gotta take it 
down. Now. The longer this goes on the worse it gets. He 
felt his mind flicker through tactics, options, what his suit 
could do. He grinned as a plan came to him. 

 He dumped power into the force field that covered the 
armor, originally designed to negate friction resistance. He 
set it to a random strobe, and he dropped down at the black 
armor. It released a wide angle blast at him and he retaliated 
with six minimissile darts and two modular frequency packet 
pattern bursts. As it whirled out of the way, furiously 
activating countermeasures, he dropped next to it and lunged 
at it with a tackle.  

 He flattered himself to hope that it was surprised as he 
thudded against its oddly resilient material. Then he 
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channeled full power into the arms of his suit. He thrust his 
hands into the armor‟s torso, one palm up and one palm 
down. Opening his repulsors to straight up full power blasts, 
he unleashed the mightiest hit he was capable of into the 
torso of the armor. He prayed there wasn‟t a man inside. 

 With an eerie wail, it gripped his helmet; his tells and 
sensors and com units flared and crackled as something 
swept them; the creature flared apart from the inside out like 
a bizarre demon as a stain of iridescent black metal swept 
across Stark‟s helmet, obscuring his vision and his breathing.  

 In a final burst of draining power, Stark blew the thing 
to bits. As chunks rang and clattered from the underside of 
the balcony and the hard floor, Stark‟s helmet dissolved into 
dust around his head. Violently coughing and sneezing he 
staggered back; only the helmet was affected, but it was 
utterly destroyed. 

 He did not hear Natasha say, “Signal locked. We‟re 
moving!” 

* 

 Forge sighed imperceptibly as he thumbed the self 
destruct. The rest of the bits of the Sentinel popped and 
scattered, blown to bits so worthless that nothing could be 
made of his technology. He sat back. 

 “Wow,” Fury said, nearly speechless. “It got his helmet. 
The Sentinel was smart enough to interpret the conditions of 
the wargame so it won even if it didn‟t survive.” 

 “Version One is a total success,” Fury said quietly. “I 
couldn‟t be prouder.” 

 A quiet ping sounded on the console. Forge quickly 
checked it. “No way,” he murmured breathlessly. He flicked 
the view on a monitor, and it showed a redhead leading a 
squad of security forces up the stairs of the apartment 
building. 
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 “That‟s here,” Fury noted with some alarm. He sprang 
to his feet, darting over to one of the open cases. 

 “Leave everything,” Forge said tersely, snatching up the 
laptop with the data from the field test. “To the roof. Get the 
chopper. Now, now, now.” 

 As Fury and Moira clattered out the back door of the 
apartment, Forge set the console and the elaborate viewing 
setup to self destruct in fifteen seconds. Then he ran, a grin 
on his face, his blood pumping and a fresh appreciation for 
Stark‟s security. 

 Ten seconds later the door bashed open and the security 
team swept in, eyes following their gun barrels as they fanned 
out. 

 “What the hell is that thing?” one of them asked, 
looking at the setup. Natasha saw the display countdown, 
and her eyes widened. 

 “Out!” she shouted. “Everybody out!” They all crowded 
back into the hall as the display lit up like a star, flaring, 
utterly destroying all traces that had been left in the room. 

 On the roof, the whickering whir of a stealth helicopter 
fired up then quieted with distance. 

 “Right,” Natasha said, breathless. “Get a team up here 
to search the remains. I‟m headed back. You, liaison with the 
police.” She headed back down the stairs. “We might just 
have to figure all this out tomorrow…” 

* 

 Forge sipped his coffee, looking out into the brilliant 
Southwest sun. “Well, team,” he said with half a grin, 
“thoughts?” 

 “Too bad Logan wasn‟t there,” Fury noted. “I would 
have been interested to know how it would have handled 
him.” 
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 “If the Sentinel, who is a „he‟ rather than an „it‟, did what 
I programmed him to do, it would infect his adamantium 
with the transmode virus and we‟d see how vicious his 
stickers would be then,” Forge said with a satisfied smile. 

 “Yeu sure know a lot about Stark‟s security,” Moira 
noted. 

 Forge nodded. “We scanned the info from Fisk‟s data 
net. I had a slow Sunday afternoon,” Forge shrugged. “I‟m 
going to have to put a better exterior armor set on the unit, 
that much is clear. I didn‟t expect Stark, with all his toys, to 
go in for hand to hand. I think Stark‟s suit is at least as strong 
as their Russian giant.” 

 “I‟m worried that yeu might lose control of the 
Sentinel,” Moira said quietly. 

 “Not a chance,” Forge said firmly. “I‟ve got a self 
destruct mechanism.” 

 “What if it circumvents it?” Fury asked. 

 “He won‟t know about it,” Forge replied. 

 “And if he does learn, what‟s to keep him from getting 
around it then?” Moira pressed. 

 “I programmed him not to!” Forge said. “Relax, people. 
That was just the most fabulously successful field test, and 
you all want to poke holes, not in the specifics, but the 
overall viability of my project?” 

 “In a word,” Fury said, “yes. Yer makin this unstoppable 
one critter army out of tech that I can‟t begin to understand 
that can dissolve bulkheads like they were tissue paper. I 
want more stringent control. That was always my big beef at 
the Project. They wouldn‟t let me exercise proper discipline 
and judgment and control. So we had a whole deck of loose 
cannons. They were screwball weirdos. This thing could get it 
in its head to go after the President and not a damn thing 
would stop it. At the Project, I had my orders and I was 
overruled. This techno virus makes me nervous, Forge, I 
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won‟t lie to you. Until you can prove to me that this thing 
can be safely deployed, I won‟t support you makin another 
one. I‟ll walk.” 

 “Me too,” Moira said, glancing at Fury with new respect. 

 Forge sighed, defeated. “Fine. I‟ll get a better muzzle 
and leash. But will you at least acknowledge the great thing 
we‟ve done?” 

 “Never seen anything like it,” Fury said quietly. “Takes a 
lot of strength to win without killin. Yer a genius, and you 
got heart ta match. I‟m proud to stand by you.” He got up, 
nodded to Forge, and left. 

 Moria leaned over close to Forge, so close he could 
smell the perfume of her hair. Her serious green eyes met his. 
“Yeu said when we met at the hospital that you wanted me 
not just because I‟m a doctor, but because I‟m me. That‟s 
what I‟m doin here, Forge. Bein true to myself an true to yeu. 
This could be the greatest invention ever. Transmode could 
change the world. But let‟s be sure it changes the world for 
good instead of destroying it.” 

She leaned back, her smile fading. “An when yeu‟ve 
finished this,” she said, “move on.” Her smile was gone. “I 
want to see yeu building something besides weapons, Forge.” 
She smiled at him again, patted his hand, stood, and followed 
Fury. 

 Forge toyed with his pencil, struggling to take their 
criticism constructively. Then he chucked the pencil across 
the room and leaned back in his chair, heaving a deep sigh. 
Transmode was the secret. It was the power. The rest 
depended on it. And the unit had to be able to think and act 
independently with razored speed. All was working according 
to plan. 

 “I‟ll just have to make it better,” he said with a smile, 
and his mind was already working. 
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December 2 

 “Okay, team,” Stark said to the assembled security 
experts and scientists at the table. “So what the hell was it?” 

 “Alien,” one piped up cheerfully as others showered him 
in dirty looks. 

 “Clearly the Project made a breakthrough,” another said 
officiously. 

 “We figure it was a nanobyte colony,” offered one of the 
techs. 

 “So we still have no idea,” Stark said crisply, his eyes 
dangerous. 

 It got very quiet around the table. 

 He sighed. “Keep working on it, file reports regularly, 
and if you figure anything out definitively let me know. Be 
sure and cross reference with R&D and keep an eye on the 
Security department‟s external tech watch. Dismissed, 
everybody out, except Romanova and Rasputin.” 

 The other scurried out, debating in heated tones the 
origin of the intruder. Stark smiled at the two who stayed. 

 “How about you two?” he asked. 

 “Magic,” Piotr said in slack jawed belief. 

 Natasha sighed imperceptibly. “It‟s beyond cutting edge. 
Beyond anything we‟ve seen. I think it‟s beyond anything on 
the planet. But it‟s tech.” 

 “I‟m not sure what countermeasures we can program in 
that we haven‟t programmed in against something like that. 
We handled it every bit as well as I think we could possibly 
handle it. And we won. Except for you, of course,” he said, 
looking at Rasputin. “You mostly dented walls.” 

 “That is not my fault!” Piotr protested. 
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 Stark raised his eyebrows, trying not to smile. “I think 
you had better just keep practicing,” he said as Natasha 
covered her mouth with her hand. 

 “What, you think I should have poked it in the eye?” 
Piotr said, a bit frantic. “Stepped on its foot? I hate to tell 
you this, but it didn‟t have any eyes!” 

 “I mean, Piotr,” Stark said, holding on to his deadpan 
for dear life, “I punched it in the torso and won. I would 
think you could have done that.” Natasha coughed. 

 “But—but—“ Piotr sputtered. 

 “You could at least have wrestled it,” Stark continued, 
relentless. He sadly shook his head. “I‟m afraid when Logan 
gets back I‟m going to require you to eat a plate of his mash 
for this.” 

 “No,” Piotr said, horror in his eyes. 

 “Unless, of course, Natasha reports significant progress 
in your training between now and then.” Stark closely 
examined his nails as Natasha put her hands on her hips and 
took deep breaths. 

 “I will practice harder than ever!” Piotr said earnestly. 

 “Good,” Stark said with a crisp nod. There was a 
moment of silence. “Don‟t you have some laps to run or 
something?” Stark prodded. 

 “Yes sir, thank you sir,” Piotr said, standing and rushing 
out the door. 

 “God, I‟m evil,” Stark murmured reflectively. 

 “But you won, and you are brilliant, and you are mine,” 
Natasha said, putting her arms around his neck. “Maybe next 
time I won‟t be here when it attacks. Maybe next time we 
won‟t be in the middle of dinner. Dinner that was 
interrupted, mind you.” 

 “How can I make it up to you?” Stark asked, his eyes 
cool as a smile toyed with his mouth. 
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 “Think of something,” Natasha said as she leaned closer 
to him. “After all. You‟re the genius.” 

 He thought of something. 
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Signs and Portents 
 

August 2 

 The slimy guts slapped down on the floor, and the 
ancient woman squatted over them. Sitting easily on her 
heels, she examined how the oozing entrails had landed, 
studying their pattern, their reflection of the future. 

 “Doom,” she rasped softly, her eyes tracing the 
prophetic shapes in the spatter. “There is no escape that I 
see.” Slowly, she shook her head. “You will be doomed, my 
lord.” 

 “I value your honesty,” the bulky man replied through 
gritted teeth. “I respect your talent. Perhaps pyromancy 
would reveal a better fate.” He was tall, square, broad, his 
chest deep. He shrugged uncomfortably in his silk jacket, 
then settled back on his elaborate chair that stopped just 
short of being a throne. 

 She turned to look at him mournfully. “It makes no 
difference. The signifiers in each divination I have done 
point to a time of extreme peril in the near future; I fear for 
you, my lord. You should flee.” 

 “Out,” he said coldly. “Get out of my sight.” She 
dutifully picked up her implements and tottered out, leaving 
the carcass and entrails on the floor. The big man gnawed at 
his knuckle, slightly pale. His hand strayed down to the 
stripped down assault rifle at his side.  

 He perked up as he sensed… a swell of power. Near, 
too near. 

 One of the walls exploded in varied shrapnel; wooden 
splinters the size of fingers, chunks of mortar, a fine spray of 
plaster. A twenty foot section of wall blew in across the 
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room. Through the billowing dust, the silhouette of a slim 
man stepped into the breach. 

 The man on the throne leaped to his feet, gun whipping 
up and firing depleted uranium tracer shells out in a blazing 
chatter. Power swelled around his target, and the dust 
whirled away in a gust as the tracer rounds were met with a 
searing streak of energy that blasted the shooter back 
through his throne to crush into the wall at the other end of 
the room. The gun spun away, and the heavy man peeled out 
of the wall and thudded down to the floor, barely conscious. 

 All was quiet for a moment except the gasping and 
shifting of the bulky man and the quiet click of the attacker‟s 
footsteps as he crossed the cracked room. 

 “Who—what—“ the man on the floor managed. 

 “Sebastian Shaw,” the thin man replied in a cold, 
merciless voice. “You are Sebastian Shaw. You thought you 
could hide here in Madripoor?” He shook his head slowly. 
Shaw trembled as he felt the aura of power that played 
around the thin man before him. He looked into his 
attacker‟s eyes, and realized with cold horror that his eyes 
were closed but his pupils blazed with hellish light, visible 
through the eyelid.  

 “I have done nothing to you!” Shaw protested, bloody 
spittle flecking his lips. His teeth were smeared with blood, it 
slid down his face from shrapnel cuts and the force of being 
pounded through his chair. 

 The slim man stared at him, eyes shining like pinholes 
between Shaw and a nuclear detonation.  

 “Madeline Pryor,” the thin man said, shaking his head 
slowly. “You should not have killed Madeline Pryor.” Power 
swelled around him like an ocean. 

 “Do your worst,” Shaw spat, trying to hide his fear. 

 The inhuman eyes opened. 
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 Shaw died. 

 

September 4 

 The trim, athletic young man rapped his drumsticks on 
the kitchen table, then spattered some hits across the back of 
the chair, spinning and working his way across the dish 
drainer and countertop. He grinned as a staccato rattling 
rhythmed itself out of him and rolled across whatever was 
handy.  

 “Cut it out, Peter,” called a voice from the bathroom. 
“It‟s not good for the furniture!” 

 “Sorry,” he said, twirling the drumsticks like sixguns and 
sticking them in his pockets. He twirled them out again, up 
and down and around. “You ready to go?” 

 “If I‟m not, you‟ll continue your destructive binge, am I 
right?” said the voice in the bathroom. 

 “Married for less than a month and you read me like a 
book,” Peter grinned. “You‟re awesome, Mary Jane.” 

 “Damn good thing I‟m ready to go,” she said, emerging 
from the bathroom. She was, in a word, sleek. Her dark red 
hair was back in a braid, she wore a single piece sleeveless 
dress that revealed her neck and shoulders. She shrugged a 
short jacket on with an arch look at Peter. 

 “By which I mean,” he said, licking his lips, “you really 
are awesome.” 

 “Not so bad yourself, handsome,” she replied, looking 
him over. He wore a turtleneck, tweed jacket, jeans, loafers. 
His hair was slicked back, and his eyes were bright. “You 
ready to go to dinner and a movie?” 

 “I‟ve looked forward to it all week,” he grinned. “I‟ve 
got a date with Mary Jane Parker.” His grin stretched wider 
as he looked at the modest diamond that sparkled on her 
finger.  
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 He offered her the crook of his elbow, and she took his 
arm. They left their apartment, headed down several flights 
of stairs, and strolled towards her car. The wind picked up, 
bitter and chilly. Peter stopped, alarmed, and sniffed as he 
glanced around. 

 “Just once,” Mary Jane sighed, “could we go to a movie 
without the drama?” 

 “Not tonight,” Peter murmured, his focus intense. “I 
smell blood.” He moved to shield her, staring into the deep 
shadows by the hedge. Something stirred. A huge man 
loomed out of the shadow, took a tentative step towards 
them. Then the shadow dropped to his knees, wavering. 

 Peter darted forward in time to catch the big man as he 
tilted forward, falling. He turned him, lowered him to the 
sidewalk on his back. 

 “Kravinoff!” he gasped.  

 The man laying on the ground had sunken cheeks, eyes 
that had receded into hollows. His lips were pulled back 
from his teeth in a snarl of fear or pain, his tremendous form 
was wasted away. Breath left the shell of a man, and his head 
lolled to the side. 

 “Is he dead?” asked Mary Jane breathlessly. 

 “Not yet,” Peter said, determined. “Call Strange,” he 
said shortly. He scooped Kravinoff‟s huge, limp body up and 
darted back up the stairs. 

 “Come on, Kravinoff,” Peter whispered. “Don‟t die on 
me now.” He fumbled with the lock on the apartment, finally 
getting the key in and turned. Barging in, he lay Kravinoff on 
the living room floor. 

 “What did this to you?” he breathed as he saw the big 
man‟s condition. 

* 
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 With a twirl of the staff, the taut redhead finished her 
kata and stood, her chest gently heaving with her exertions. 
Her red hair was back in a tight bun, she wore a sports bra 
and biker shorts and wrestling shoes. Sweat glittered on her 
skin as she relaxed into her perfect stance, breathing even. 

 “Very good,” nodded the woman at the edge of the 
circle that had been taped on the concrete floor. “Your form 
is almost as good as mine.” Her smile was genuine, if tinged 
with cruelty. She had cropped black hair, aquiline features, a 
trim body. She took a drag on her expensive cigarette. “You 
are very nearly ready now, Rachel.” 

 “Thank you, Raven,” the redhead said, standing straight 
and twirling the staff. “You think I can take my father now?” 

 “Maybe,” Raven shrugged. “You‟re close.” 

 The door at the other end of the gym burst open, and a 
tall man strode towards the pair. He was broad, muscled, 
confident, handsome in his way. He ran one hand through 
his blonde hair as he glanced around. 

 “Darkholme!” he said sharply. “Walk with me.” He 
nodded once to Rachel, and kept going as Raven Darkholme 
fell in stride. 

 “Something wrong?” she asked sardonically. 

 “Damn straight,” he gritted out. “I turn the Project over 
to you and instantly the whole damn thing falls apart. I left 
you with orders to put something back together, and all 
you‟ve been doing, near as I can tell, is training up one girl. 
So, what the hell?” 

 “Alex, I have your best interests in mind,” Darkholme 
insisted, “and the Project isn‟t important right now. You 
want revenge on your brother, and I‟ve been honing the 
instrument of your vengeance.” 

 “Really,” the big man said as they pushed through the 
doors at the other end of the gym and walked out into the 
cold September air. “Do tell.” 
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 “Sebastian Shaw, wealthy industrialist, is killed in an 
explosion in his home on August second,” Darkholme said. 

 “So?” Alex snapped. 

 “Shaw was wanted by the authorities in connection to 
the murder of Madelyn Pryor, one of the other members of 
the Inner Council of the Hellfire Club.” 

 “So?” Alex said, eyes blank and patience rapidly wearing 
down. 

 Darkholme stopped walking, looked him in the eyes. 
“Madelyn Pryor. Red hair. And there is a secret that neither 
her nor her lover knew about. But her lover has his revenge.” 

 “This is getting tiresome,” Alex said in a voice that 
echoed warning. “Come to the point.” 

 “Rachel shares the power of both her parents,” 
Darkholme said, watching Alex‟s eyes for a spark of 
realization. She sighed. “She has her mother‟s kinetic talents, 
and she may someday have her father‟s eyes.” 

 “You mean, Rachel is… You mean, Rachel Summers?” 
Alex said, light dawning in his eyes. 

 “Yes,” Darkholme said with a firm nod. “Rachel 
Summers.” 

 “So Primus, and Pryor… They… Does Primus know?” 
Alex asked, glee in his voice. 

 “No,” Darkholme said casually, puffing on her cigarette 
elaborately. 

 “Oh… oh… Darkholme, I take back most of the nasty 
things I‟ve ever said about you,” Alex said, breathing out 
with the excitement of a kid on Christmas morning. “I‟ve got 
to go talk to her.” 

 “Watch your step,” Darkholme said with something 
cold glittering in her eyes. “I trained her well.” 
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 “You do realize a confrontation is unavoidable at this 
point,” Alex said. 

 “Rachel will be your weapon,” Darkholme replied. 

 “I‟ll take it from here. Reach an understanding with 
her,” Alex said. “You go check out the situation. Find out 
what my idiot brother has in mind.” 

 She nodded. “I‟ll be in touch,” she said. Alex turned and 
headed back towards the gym. 

 Darkholme watched him go, then turned and vanished 
into the darkness. 

* 

 Mary Jane answered the door quickly. “Thank God 
you‟ve come,” she said, stepping out of the way as the slim 
man in the red coat entered the apartment. 

 Peter was on his knees by Kravinoff, breathing into his 
mouth. Then he straightened, pushing on Kravinoff‟s chest. 
He glanced up at the doctor. 

 “He stopped breathing,” Peter managed. He sat back, 
wearied. “Can you save him?” 

 Strange peered at the prone form for a long moment, 
then he nodded to himself. With a subtle gesture, he 
stabilized Kravinoff. The big man began breathing shallowly, 
his pulse sullen and slow. 

 “What‟s wrong with him, Strange?” Peter asked. Mary 
Jane brought him a glass of water, and he quickly drank it. 

 “He has suffered some tremendous shock,” Strange said 
quietly, looking down at Kravinoff. He took a penlight from 
his coat and knelt over the sleeping man, flicking the beam of 
light into his pupils, examining him more tangibly.  

 “So what‟s the word?” Peter asked quietly. 

 “Something shocked him. Badly,” Strange said. “Right 
now his mind burns with a single image, something he must 
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pass on at all costs. It is keeping him alive, this need to share 
what he has learned. But… his mind. It is a ruin. He might 
recover, he might not. As it is, he cannot rest until the image 
has been passed on. This determination is keeping him alive, 
but if he does not rest he will die anyway.” 

 “So…” Peter said, “what can we do?” 

 Strange sighed. “Kravinoff is very weak. Another shock 
might kill him. If I were to go into his mind, I could see the 
image that is driving him. However, if he died while I was in 
his mind, I would effectively die as well.” Strange‟s eyes 
flicked up to meet Peter‟s watchfulness. 

 “Kravinoff chose me,” Peter said slowly. “He found my 
apartment. Believe me,” he added, “I owe at least this to him. 
The last time I saw him, he was hurt almost this bad. He had 
just fought Necra. Then he told me she was just the 
beginning, there was something bigger behind her. He left to 
find what it was.” 

 “I wonder what he found,” Strange mused, looking 
down at him. 

 “You can send me in, right?” Peter said, his voice even. 

 “I can,” Strange murmured. 

 “So much for our date,” Mary Jane said tightly. She sat 
on the couch, watching the proceedings, unaware of her 
white-knuckle grip on her bag. 

 Peter faced her. “It‟s okay,” he said. “I‟ll be back.” 

 “We should do this at my place,” Strange said, subdued. 
“Better protection there. Just in case.” 

 “Right,” Peter said. “Just in case.” 

 Strange swiftly stripped off his red coat and wrapped it 
around Kravinoff. The coat lifted him off the ground. 
Strange glanced around the room. 

 “How about I just meet you there,” he said. 
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 “Works for me,” Peter agreed. 

 The two men left, and Mary Jane sighed as she picked 
up the television remote. The television flared to life, but she 
ignored it. 

 Her thoughts were elsewhere. 

* 

 For the fifth time in as many minutes, the chunky man 
glanced wistfully at the clock. The slender man sitting across 
the paired desks from him sighed imperceptibly.  

 “Hey Foggy,” he said. “Let‟s go home. We can finish 
this in the morning.” 

 “Okay,” Foggy said with nearly comical speed; he was 
out of his chair, shrugging on his coat. “Thanks Matt. See 
you tomorrow.” He flashed a grin at his partner, who did not 
see it through the tinted glasses that hid his blindness. But 
Matt heard the smile in his partner‟s voice. 

 “Don‟t know what the big deal is,” he murmured wryly 
to himself. “It‟s only eight o‟clock.” The outer office door 
slammed behind Foggy. Matt sighed, gathered his coat and 
hat and cane, turned off the computer, strolled over to the 
door. His senses were brilliantly sharp, outlining a world that 
he alone lived in. Radar strobed around him, detailing 
everything he could want to know about his surroundings. 
But he was always mindful of his cane. He shrugged, his 
shoulders knotted with tension and his body weary with its 
burden of stress. Perhaps a visit with Karen would be in 
order. She had gone home at five o‟clock… 

 He tapped his way out, to the elevator, down, out of the 
building, into the teeth of the New York wind. Sounds, 
smells, kinetics and textures swirled around Matt as he 
tapped down the cold, frozen sidewalk. He smiled to himself 
as he walked past a hot dog stand, smelling the ingredients 
with a flaring burst of information that a sighted person 
could never understand— 
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 Pain. Matt gasped as a prick of blade slapped through 
his coat and into his chest. With an instinctive tug, he pulled 
the short throwing iron out through his jacket, suit coat, and 
shirt. Half an inch of the blade was dipped in his blood. Matt 
sniffed the blade; no poison. Someone wanted his attention. 
He flung the iron away, and took a few steps to get into an 
alley; less noise, better chance of feeling his attacker‟s 
approach.  

 He flung himself forward into a roll as a handful of 
throwing blades clanged and clattered down, one sticking in 
his calf and the rest evaded. Popping up out of his roll, he 
sprang up with the strength and coordination of an Olympic 
athlete. Catching the lower rung of a fire escape, he swung 
up onto it; slapping his feet against the wall he caught himself 
in time to not drop onto the caltrops liberally sprinkled on 
the metal. He gathered himself on the railing and sprang to a 
drainpipe, then swarmed up it with the experience of a sailor 
in rigging. He was on the roof in less than thirty seconds. 

 His attacker had not retreated. They faced off. 

 “Elektra?” Matt said, startled. Blood trickled down his 
calf. 

 “Stick sent me,” she said. “He thinks you‟re behind in 
your training. Too much time lawyering. Not enough time 
preparing for what we‟re going to go face. This is the end 
game. If you‟re soft you‟ll die.” 

 “I‟ve been training,” Matt said heatedly. “Maybe you 
missed the part where I just topped a four story building 
without breaking a sweat.” 

 Elektra shrugged. “Show me,” she said. “If you beat me, 
then go find Stick, he‟ll admit he was wrong.” 

 “Where is he?” Matt said. 

 “If you‟re ready for the trail to come,” Elektra said with 
a wicked smile, “you don‟t even need to ask.” 
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 “Alright,” Matt said, pride stung. “Alright. Let‟s do this 
then.” 

He tossed his cane in the air, caught it in the 
middle, twisted it just so and pushed a revealed stud. The 
cane popped apart into two sticks, and Matt sprang at 
Elektra. She held no weapon, and as he whirled the sticks at 
her in a dazzling series of strikes, she let her eyes drift lazily 
half closed and she synched with him, slapping the backs of 
his hands after she‟d evaded his strikes. As subtle as his 
broadcasts were, she knew what he was doing as he knew, 
before he knew, for his body was outpacing his mind. He 
lashed out at her with instinct, muscle memory. Steadily, he 
drove her back with his onslaught. 

 She snatched one of his sticks out of his grip at precisely 
the right moment, as he spun. Then the other stick slapped 
into her rock-hard torso, knocking her back to slide with her 
heels scraping on the roofing tarpaper. She grinned at him. 

 “Not bad,” she said, tossing his stick back to him. “Now 
let‟s get started.” 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 Deep chill radiated from the stone walls of the throne 
room. She entered cautiously, eyes everywhere at once. Her 
hair was a deep red, her skin a peculiar dark blue, her eyes 
flaring and empty yellow. 

 “My Lord?” she said cautiously. “Primus?” 

 “The world is shifting,” echoed a dim voice. A slim man 
emerged from behind the throne, and he seated himself on it. 
His eyes were closed, bright pricks of light blazed through 
his eyelids from his pupils. He watched Darkholme 
dispassionately, with a look that could turn lethal in the flick 
of an eye. 

 “Yes, Lord Primus,” Darkholme said, kneeling. 
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 “My fool brother Secundus has once again gone off 
half-cocked. We are not yet ready to make our move. And 
now his bungled false start has cost us more than we care to 
lose. The vampires were his responsibility.” 

 “He has never tasted perfection, he is too impatient,” 
Darkholme agreed politely. 

 “Does he suspect you serve me?” Primus asked sharply. 

 “No, he is still ignorant. He has not the patience to lay a 
trap for me,” she replied. 

 “Good, good,” Primus nodded. “What is his next 
move?” 

 “He is evasive, confused,” she replied. “He is not sure 
of the right path.” 

 “We will keep him that way,” Primus said. He gritted his 
teeth. “I need a way to punish him for throwing away 
decades of work in a few short months. We‟ve spent 
lifetimes on some of these plans, only to see them crumble 
like sand castles. I wonder if he can grasp the magnitude of 
his failure.” 

 “There is a way to punish him, Lord Primus,” 
Darkholme said. “You have it nearly within your reach.” 

 “What is that?” Primus inquired. 

 “Through his son,” she replied simply. 

 “His… his son?” Primus said, confused. 

 Darkholme nodded. “The son of Secundus likes to blow 
things up. He has an affinity for violence, for destruction. He 
is a bitter soldier who is inured to the suffering of others. 
What‟s more, he has been outfitted with some of the most 
cutting edge technology in the world.” 

 “Nathan Cable,” Primus breathed. “In the Illuminati. I 
should have guessed. Now that you lay the signs before me I 
see them clearly and have no doubt you are right.” 
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 “Remember Australia,” Darkholme said. “The club 
singer. Alex has no idea he got her pregnant. It was his 
power, his connection to the network back in the fifties that 
gave Cable the power he possesses beyond the cybers.” 

 “Excellent,” Primus said. “I will not lightly forget or 
forgive the Illuminati‟s presumption in breaking off contact. 
This is an excellent opportunity to remind them who is their 
master and also punish Secundus. You are an excellent 
servant, Darkholme.” 

 “I live to serve,” she said with a deep bow. 

* 

 The exchange of blows was nearly soundless as the two 
ninja squared off after the rooftop run. Strike, counterstrike, 
shift, slash, kick; a fluid ballet swirled the two around one 
another as they each strove for advantage, each move a 
countermove, a defense and a strike. His sticks spun and 
slashed and thrust, her hands were everywhere as she fended 
each blow away from critical locations. 

 Matt spun away, his chest heaving as he gasped for air. 
He felt the knots in his muscles, the stress that he carried like 
a wool coat in the rain. He felt burdened by thinking, he felt 
his body laboring to escape his mind and fight 
unencumbered. But he could not do it; the fine point of 
focus eluded him. Elektra watched him, merriment sparkling 
in her eyes. She sipped the air lightly, warmed up but far 
from exhausted. 

 “You enjoying this?” Matt snapped acidly. 

 Elektra shrugged. “Stick promised me a day off 
tomorrow if I hand you your butt,” she said. “I do like a day 
off now and then. Besides,” she added, “he‟s right. You are 
out of shape. And I think he‟s also right about you being 
more motivated to train if I defeat you decisively. Like I‟m 
about to do. This has gone on long enough. You‟d be dead a 
long time ago if we were playing for keeps.” 
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 “Oh, by all means,” Matt snarled, “stop toying with 
me.” He swept his sticks up and readied himself. 

 She hit him like a hurricane; as he slashed at her she was 
wraithlike as she slid around his attacks, but the force of her 
onslaught knocked one stick from his hand and rendered his 
other arm numb as his elbow nerves went dead under her 
touch. 

 He sprang away from her, dropping through the glass of 
a skylight and hissing down through the darkness, landing 
with a roll and popping up gasping for air and feeling. He 
ducked behind a pillar as Elektra dropped down behind him. 
She pulled a length of weighted chain from her belt and got it 
spinning, slightly fanning her chin-length hair as she stalked 
the center, sniffing for his breath. It was dark, but she was no 
ordinary foe. She was ninja. The dark was her element too. 

 Matt gathered himself. His skin smarted with the force 
of their fighting, every muscle felt stretched or strained, and 
he was bleeding from a half a dozen cuts. His shoes had been 
lost at some point, and his shirt was a tattered mess. With an 
impatient tug he pulled his tie off, then his radar strobed, 
looking for Elektra. 

 Close. 

 He dove out of the way as the chain whipped into the 
side of the pillar, swinging the weight around to crack against 
where his face had been, then retracting. He popped up and 
dove at her. 

 The chain unfurled from her hand, whipping through 
his reaching fingers and smacking into his forehead. She 
retracted it swiftly, its momentum a living thing in her skilled 
hands. Matt stumbled, his radar skipped a beat, and then she 
was through his defenses and touching his throat— 

* 

 Peter was surprised when a blonde woman opened the 
door. 
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 “Tandy,” he said, surprised. “What are you doing here at 
Strange‟s place?” 

 “He asked for my help,” she said simply, letting him into 
the house. She closed the door behind him. “I have some 
experience with dreams, and with helping people through 
them.” 

 “I can use all the help I can get,” Peter muttered. They 
went up the shadowed staircase, down the dim hallway to the 
impressive double doors at the end. Together, they entered 
Strange‟s Sanctum Sanctorum. 

 “Are you ready?” Strange asked seriously, his fingers 
steepled. Kravinoff lay in a chalk circle on the floor. Peter 
swallowed hard and nodded. 

 “Okay,” he said. “Let‟s do this.” 

 “I will connect you with Kravinoff‟s dream,” Strange 
murmured. “Tandy will supply you with Light as you need it 
and as you can find it. When you are ready to awaken, she 
will lead you out.” 

 Peter mutely nodded, then sleep stole over him and he 
knew no more of the waking world. 

  

Glancing around, he found himself in a swelling 
confusion of jungle, desert, Strange‟s house. Mixed in were 
images of urban streets. A kaleidoscope of insanity twirled 
around him, fragmenting his senses with conflicting images.  

 “No!” he shouted, focusing. “Kravinoff! Where are 
you!” 

 As he looked around again, he saw a peculiar blood trail 
hanging in the air, droplets quivering as they drifted slightly. 
Bereft of gravity, they slowly spun in the air instead of 
leaving wet splats on the pavement.  
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 “He‟s a hunter,” Peter murmured to himself. “This is 
something he can understand. A blood trail.” He set his jaw 
and followed the trail deeper into the nightmare. 

 He caught a glimpse of Kravinoff ducking behind a 
building, a skyscraper that sprouted vines and moss, growing 
out of the sand dunes. Firing a webline, Peter darted towards 
the figure, then swung. He glanced at his hands; saw the 
peculiar bulging muscles, the claws at his fingertips. He felt 
the darkstone all over him, and realized that in Kravinoff‟s 
dream he would be a monster. 

 One monster. Of many. 

 He skidded to a halt when he landed, and the shadows 
stirred. 

 Dozens. Dozens of monsters. 

 “Hoo boy,” Peter said as the shadows began to leak 
monstrosity. “Time for plan b.” He let his eyes close for a 
moment. “In my dreams, combat never works,” he 
whispered. He felt a tingle, and looked down at his right 
hand. Drifting in the air around it was the faintest nimbus of 
Light. 

 “Rock on,” he said with a grin. He relaxed, letting the 
Light into his dream image, then out through his outlined 
form. He was lost in the deep shine for time that could have 
been days, could have been seconds. When he was himself 
again, he was Peter Parker and not a monster. He stood on 
the frozen furrows of a field, a matted scattering of harvested 
corn stalks at his feet, the field stretching away interminably. 

 “No monsters,” he murmured, looking around with a 
pleased smile. “So far so good.” Set as the only interruption 
to a gently curving horizon, an old clapboard house hunched 
on the hill. Peter felt another presence, and turned to see a 
boy. 

 No more than ten years old, the boy stood watching 
him. He wore tough pants, no shirt; his black hair was a 
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tousled mess, his eyes bright. In one hand he held a wood 
splitting hatchet. The hatchet and the boy‟s face and chest 
were bedewed with blood spatter. The boy watched him with 
intense interest. 

 “Hello,” Peter said, squatting down. “Who are you?” 

 “I am Sergei,” the boy said. “Can you feel it?” 

 Peter took a moment, let his senses play the landscape. 
There were no physical tells here, but his spider ghost was 
equally adept in the realm of dream and shadow. He felt the 
ribbon of dark energy woven through, under, around 
everything in this place. “I feel it,” he replied. “Do you know 
where Kravinoff is?” 

 The boy nodded. “I must show you the way,” he said 
seriously. He extended his hand to Peter. Peter took the 
boy‟s hand. Together, they walked back and forth in a 
peculiar pattern across the field, until Peter looked down to 
see he was standing on a road. The road led to the weathered 
house that brooded on the skyline. 

 “That place drew Kravinoff, and now he cannot 
escape,” Sergei said. He shook his head. “I am afraid. I 
cannot go there. Better luck this time.” 

 “I understand,” Peter said, feeling the strange 
dislocation of a dream. “I will go after him.” 

 The boy smiled shyly, then turned and vanished into the 
fabric of the dream. Peter turned his back on the endless 
field, and followed the road the boy had found for him. 

 As he passed a weathered and ancient sign, he stopped 
to look at it. The elements had long since scoured any useful 
information off the sign. It hung on short lengths of chain 
from a crooked post with a crosspiece. Peter reached out to 
stop its slight swinging, and he saw his hand was broad and 
strong. Glancing down, he realized he was Kravinoff… with 
a strange twisting sensation he realized he was both in the 
past and the present simultaneously. He took a deep breath, 
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feeling the deadness of the earth and the emptiness of the 
sky. He knew that the trail from Necra to the dark power at 
the bottom of it all had led him here. Something was ahead; 
something he half knew but was compelled to verify. 

 As he approached the ancient house, he felt the Light 
fading from him as he sank too deep in the hallucination for 
it to follow. He was close. He was very close. To something. 

 Looking down, he saw his own bootprints on the porch. 

 He followed his own tracks. Better luck this time… 

* 

 Rachel had just finished toweling herself off and putting 
her gear up when Alex strolled up to her. 

 “Hey, kid,” he said. “I‟m here to make you a deal.” 

 She looked at him, something cool in her expression. “A 
deal?” she said. 

 “You have questions,” he said. “I have answers. I want 
to see how good you really are. For each good hit you get on 
me, I‟ll answer one question for you. I pick the question.” 

 “That seems really stupid,” she says. “How about I pick 
the question.” 

 “No deal,” Alex shrugged. “You want to know what I 
know, you play by my rules.” 

 For a moment Alex could have sworn Darkholme was 
looking at him through Rachel‟s eyes, then she agreed with a 
simple nod. She walked over to the weapon rack and pulled 
two bo staves off the wall, tossing one to Alex. They squared 
off, bowed to each other, and settled into stance. 

 He feinted with the staff, but she didn‟t flinch as she 
circled. He lunged at her, she knocked his staff aside and 
twirled hers around to smash into his knuckles. She backed 
off, the staff in perfect control, and he shook his hand. 
Bones should have been split and smashed by the hit, but he 
just grinned. 
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 “Nice shot,” he said. “Let‟s see, a bit of information. 
Your father would kill you if he knew about you.” 

 “Darkholme already told me that,” Rachel said, 
exasperated. 

 Alex grinned, spinning his staff and settling. “Then you 
come to me this time.” 

 She gritted her teeth, then hopped at him. His staff 
whipped around, but she moved hers out of the way and 
kicked the back of his knee. He whirled and grasped at her 
throat, and she drove her staff down on his instep with 
tremendous force. She ducked out of the way and came up in 
cat stance. 

 “A hit, I‟ll admit that,” Alex said, favoring the 
traumatized foot. “Your mother was a redhead.” His grin 
was infuriating. 

 “Enough of this,” Rachel said. “Defend yourself.” 

 Her staff caught the end of his; it was her weapon of 
choice, but only a hobby for him. He had no idea what hit 
him as she knocked the balance of the staff off, caught the 
center of it with the reverse sweep, and sent it clattering out 
of his hands. A sharp riposte was blocked, he dove at her and 
she knocked him aside with a power snap to his wrist. 
Kinetic energy flowed from her hips through her shoulders 
down her wrists to drive the tip of the staff into his groin; 
Alex grunted as she doubled him up then whirled the staff 
around his chin as she hopped behind him. She threw him 
with the staff, sending him sailing through the air.  

 He managed to land on his feet, furious; his eyes burned 
with rage as he focused to lash out at her with cosmic 
energies— 

 A telekinetic shunt slammed into his forehead, knocking 
him back off balance again, and like the scythe of death her 
staff whipped down and slammed across his head. He 
staggered and fell. With a practiced blow, Rachel snapped her 
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staff in half. Descending on Alex, she stuck the sharp broken 
end of the staff on his chest between his ribs, hovering over 
his heart, and her other hand gripped the prone man‟s head.  

 Fury blazed in her eyes every bit as bright as the rage in 
his. 

 “Enough of this crap. Talk to me or we‟ll see if you can 
take a stake through the heart,” she snarled. 

 A long moment passed between them, then Alex lay his 
head back on the floor and chuckled. His chuckle grew into a 
laugh. “Very well, you snot,” he said. “Stand down and we‟ll 
talk like civilized people.” 

 She rocked back off of him, stood, and took a few terse 
steps to the side. Alex hauled himself up off the floor, 
rubbing at his forehead distractedly. He looked at her 
sideways, thinking things through. 

 “I have questions,” Rachel said, her voice steady. “Tell 
me who my parents were.” 

 “Your mother was Madelyn Pryor. She was a red-headed 
seductress mind reader and telekinetic who has served on the 
Inner Council of the Hellfire Club until recently, when one 
of her compatriots ran her through with a sword. If you can 
believe it. Your father… Well, his name is Primus. They 
seduced each other a few years back. You‟re, what, almost 
twenty? Right. There you go. Your father is tied into… into 
an energy grid, for lack of a better explanation. So when he 
fathered you, some of that energy found its way into you. 
And your mother‟s talents, of course.” 

 Rachel paused for a moment, wondering if she would 
feel a resonance knowing her mother was dead. No deep 
reaction swelled through her. She looked Alex in the eye. 
“Do my parents know I exist?” 

 “Hell no, as we‟ve been telling you, they‟d hunt you 
down and get rid of you as a liability. Trust me, I know 
Primus. He doesn‟t allow chinks in his armor. And with your 
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power, your potential, you could be a serious threat to him. 
In fact, I‟m counting on it. If you took me on, you‟re ready 
to take him down. The Parapsychological Studies Institute you 
were a part of was in Primus‟s network. So whoever stole 
you from Pryor was in the know.” Alex shrugged. “Beyond 
that it‟s hard to say. You knew the Institute was blown up, 
right?” 

 “What?” Rachel said breathlessly, suddenly numb. 

 Alex nodded. “Yeah, razed to the ground. And Geraint 
was killed. Xavier is missing in action. Tough break,” he 
grinned. Rachel blinked, surprised by the odd sense of loss 
that washed her at the idea that the Institute no longer cast 
its shadow over her. 

 Peering at her a moment longer, Alex nodded to 
himself. “Enough questions,” he said. 

 “No,” Rachel replied, setting her jaw, her stance firm. 
“How do you figure into all of this? You aren‟t fully alive or 
fully undead either.” She paused, studying him. “You‟re my 
uncle, aren‟t you.” 

 His smile showed all his teeth. “Enough Q & A, 
quisling. Now you‟re steering into waters too deep for you. 
Let it drop.” 

 “You are,” she confirmed, even as Alex strengthened his 
mind against her probing. It was too late to turn back. “Who 
is the Dark Lord, the one behind you, the one Raven is so 
reverent towards?” 

 “I said that‟s enough,” Alex said softly as his eyes grew 
serious. 

 “You and your brother weren‟t always tied into this 
network. Someone, or something, did this to you.” She met 
his eyes, saw the rage slowly building there. “You want a 
rematch for the answers?” she asked coolly, hefting her 
broken staff. 
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 “Don‟t test me, girl,” he breathed. “Sparring is one 
thing. You pit yourself against my will to live and you‟ll be a 
smoking smear, you got it? Back off.”  

 Rachel nodded, and broke eye contact. “Fine,” she said. 
“But if I kill my father. Then you tell me everything,” she said. 

 “Deal,” Alex said with a feral grin. “You got yourself a 
deal.” 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 Matt was awoken by the sound of his own unconscious 
groan. His hands felt thick and heavy, pain dully thudded 
through his head in time with his pulse. His senses flared out, 
his radar strobing as his hearing and olfactory filters kicked 
into overdrive. 

 He hung upside down from his light fixture, a chain 
around his ankle and the light. His fingers almost brushed 
the carpet. He was in his own living room, and someone just 
closed the door to his fridge. As his alertness swelled out to 
fill the room, he picked up a heartbeat that could belong to 
no one but Stick. 

 Painfully pulling himself together, Matt contracted his 
torso and swung up to yank himself free of the chain. He 
dropped gracelessly to the carpet, where he lay content to be 
unmoving. His blood evened out as Stick perched on the 
couch comfortably and observed him. The two blind men 
simply sensed each other for a long moment, neither 
speaking. 

 Stick swigged at a bottle of water and wiped his mouth 
with the back of his hand.  

 “What‟s the idea?” Matt demanded, unsure of whether 
he should struggle against his anger or vent it at his teacher. 



 

96 

 “You swore an oath,” Stick reminded him in his gravely 
voice. “A blood oath. To go with me to the end, to the 
source, and then do battle.” 

 “Yes I did, and I will,” Matt said, unwrapping the chain 
from his ankle. “That has nothing to do with you ordering 
Elektra to beat me up.” 

 “Sure it does,” Stick said. He sipped from the bottle. “I 
need all my students, and I need them in top form. I was 
following your fight. You‟re too slow. Too unfocused. Your 
life is too stressful, you‟re so caught up in your lawyering 
you‟re a shadow of what you used to be. In your prime—“ 

 “That was a long time ago,” Matt snapped, “and I don‟t 
want to be a full time ninja. Not anymore. I don‟t even know 
why I agreed to join your merry band. I agreed to help, not 
to transform myself into a killing machine.” 

 “When I asked you to make the vow,” Stick said quietly, 
“I specifically said that you wouldn‟t know everything that 
was required. This is one of those things you didn‟t know 
about. You swore. So you need to scale back this lawyer 
nonsense and get in serious fighting shape. Or you will be 
killed.” 

 “Is that a threat?” Matt asked, breathless at the 
possibility Stick would cross a line that had never been 
crossed between them. 

 “Don‟t I wish,” Stick said with a sad shake of his head. 
“The endgame is near. Our enemy is being drawn out to 
fight personally as we speak. We will have to be well versed 
in the art of the ninja to succeed. The greatest ninja clan I 
have ever personally known died at his hands the last time 
we fought. If you are not at the top of your form, then you 
will be of little help and a great deal of hindrance to me. You 
swore the oath. You must abide by the terms.” He leaned 
back with a grin. “How‟s that for a slick bit of law 
mongering?” 
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 “So the idea is, if I‟m beaten up by Elektra that will 
motivate me to hone myself so it can‟t happen again,” Matt 
said, his voice bitter. 

 “Got it in one,” Stick said, standing. He regarded Matt‟s 
image in his mind for a moment. “I couldn‟t bear to see you 
killed,” he said hoarsely. He turned, and vanished from the 
apartment and Matt‟s senses. 

 Matt lay on the floor, pain streaking through every 
corner of his body. He let his eyes drift close as he kicked the 
chain away. Breathe in, breathe out. 

 The pain didn‟t go away. 

* 

 Peter pushed the front door open; weather had warped 
the door so that it creaked and sagged on its hinges. It 
unevenly groaned as it swung open. 

 A fleshy pulse rolled through the sky and earth and 
house, and Peter reeled with a stab of sharp pain. He heard a 
whisper on the wind; “Hurry,” it murmured in a voice very 
like Tandy‟s. Peter realized Kravinoff was dying in spite of 
Strange‟s efforts. He wondered how much strain his very 
presence here caused Kravinoff‟s ruptured psyche. Setting 
his jaw, he stepped into the dim house. 

 His boot prints led down the hall. Small drifts of dead 
leaves and mouse bones lined the hallway. He followed his 
prints, around to a small closet set under the stairs. He 
opened the closet, peered inside. There was no light and no 
dark, just a shadowless dull gleam to everything that rendered 
it surreal. Peter saw a small trap door at the back of the floor 
in the small closet. Kneeling, he wedged himself into the 
closet and managed to open the door. It creaked as he hefted 
it open. There was just enough room for his massy frame to 
squeeze through. He lowered his head first, glancing around 
in the dimness below. 
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 Below was a staircase. He heard and eerie murmur 
hanging in the air below, almost as though it had been 
uttered once and now it drifted around like smoke, unable to 
find a way to disperse. He squeezed through the opening and 
dropped, taking a few uncertain steps down the stairs. 

 A man stood before him. Slowly, Peter edged around 
the man to look at his face. He gasped. 

 It was Kravinoff. Or, perhaps, as Kravinoff would look 
in another thirty years. His eyes were sunken, his cheeks 
hollow, his sanity shattered and in pieces in the haunted 
depths of his eyes. He was muttering in Russian, and Peter 
understood only the gist of the mindless repetition, and then 
only because he was in Kravinoff‟s dream.  

 The lair of the beast, Kravinoff mouthed. This is the lair of 
the beast. 

 “It‟s going to be alright,” Peter said, disconcerted as he 
heard Kravinoff‟s voice. He took Kravinoff‟s blasted form 
by the shoulders, still awed by his huge arms and hands. “It‟s 
time for us to leave.” 

 With that, there was a peculiar sense of suction, and 
Peter staggered slightly as Kravinoff merged two of his 
forms. Senseless, the big man slumped to the ground. Peter 
realized he had disabled the core of the hallucination. 

 Time to go. 

 He scooped Kravinoff up, and slipped up through the 
trapdoor lugging Kravinoff‟s body. He sprang out of the 
house as it began to twist slightly, and groan. Peter realized 
something dark was waking up in that house. Something 
disturbed. Something that he wanted to avoid at all costs. 
The building creaked, almost as though it was sniffing for 
him. 

 Peter felt a Light growing in the air before him, and he 
ran into it. 
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 Kravinoff‟s eyes rolled half open and then closed, like an 
unconscious blink. He fell into a deep and natural sleep. 
Strange leaned back, the taut lines on his face attesting to the 
struggle he had undergone keeping Kravinoff alive through 
Peter‟s psychic surgery. 

 Tandy smiled down at Peter as his eyelids fluttered, then 
he opened his eyes in a daze. “I‟m back,” he whispered, relief 
flooding him. “Hot damn that man‟s head is a creepy place 
to tiptoe around.” 

 “What did you discover?” Strange asked tersely. “What 
image was so critical to him?” 

 “Truth?” Peter said. “I have no idea. There was an old 
creepy house with a trapdoor leading down to some stairs. A 
beast was lairing there, it woke up as I was leaving with 
Kravinoff. There was some… some wacky stuff. I don‟t 
rightly understand it all myself,” Peter said, trying to work 
out how to explain the haze of images that crowded in his 
memory like ghosts around prayer. 

 “Anything you can recall,” Strange said, leaning back 
and steepling his fingers. 

 “I was met by a young Kravinoff,” Peter said slowly. “I 
sort of became Kravinoff. There was this weird… we had to 
find our way in somehow. I don‟t know how to explain it. 
And then this creepy farmhouse, there was no road until we 
found the road, but nothing blocked line of sight as far as 
you could see.” He shivered. “There was nothing to be afraid 
of. But… my hands are shaking.” He looked down at them, 
watched them tremble slightly. He looked at Strange. 
“Whatever he found there, it blasted his mind. His instinct 
took over and carried him to safety. I‟ve seen it myself,” he 
added ruefully. “When he comes around we may be able to 
get better answers.” 

 “I dare not wake him before he is ready to be awake,” 
Strange said, eyeing Kravinoff. “We may not have the luxury 
of time on this. I will meditate on what you have told me.” 
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 “Glad to be of service,” Peter nodded. “So… he‟ll be 
okay now, right?” 

 “He will,” Strange nodded. “I will see to it.” 

 Peter, Tandy, and Strange rose to their feet. Peter gave 
Tandy a big hug. 

 “You are so awesome,” he said. “Thanks for the Light. 
You saved my life in there.” 

 “Anytime,” she replied with a winning smile. “By the 
way, Mary Jane is downstairs. She couldn‟t wait at home.” 

 “Cool,” Peter said. “You need anything else?” he asked 
quickly. 

 “You are free,” Strange nodded. “Thank you for your 
help.” 

 Peter grinned at him, then trotted out of the Sanctum, 
down the hall, the stairs, to the kitchen. 

 Mary Jane turned in her pacing and saw him. She ran to 
him and hugged him fiercely. 

 “Glad you‟re all in one piece,” she said, her voice 
muffled in his shirt. 

 “No sweat,” Peter lied. “Hey, the night is young. You 
still up for that movie?” 

 She pulled away from him, still gripping his shoulders, 
and she sniffled back her unshed tears. “You got it, bucko,” 
she said. “After dinner. I‟m hungry again.” 

 “Great,” Peter nodded. “Uh, nothing horror or action, 
okay?” he said uncomfortably. “Maybe a romantic comedy or 
something.” 

 “What a perfect husband,” Mary Jane said, her eyes 
bright and her voice unsteady. Peter smiled as she pulled him 
into another hug. 

* 
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 Chilly darkness radiated from the doorway that led into 
the stone chamber. The man who cautiously approached was 
on the tallish side, his chestnut hair streaked with white at the 
temples, his eyes overflowing with the brilliance of his 
intellect. With the cautious instinct of an archeologist, he 
approached the doorway. 

 “Enter, Reed Richards, Grand Master of the Seventh 
Seal,” echoed a cold voice. 

 Reed stepped into the room, and he allowed a little 
Light to spill from his eyes. He saw the concealed form of 
Primus on the throne. He straightened. 

 “Your summons were, shall we say, to the point and 
unflattering,” Reed said. “What is it you want of us?” 

 “For one,” Primus said in a voice that was so detached it 
was almost lazy, “I told you to enter my presence alone.” His 
eyelids cracked just slightly, and a towering blast of primal 
energy flowed from him, blaring out across distance in a 
heartbeat. An invisible figure was delineated in the flash of 
incomprehensible power, and she screamed with all the force 
of a death cry as she was flung back to smash against a pillar. 
She toppled to the floor, blood oozing from her torn and 
broken body. 

 Reed was white to the lips and he rushed to her side, 
kneeling, horrified. “No,” he whispered. 

 “She lives,” Primus said in an emotionless voice. “If you 
want to fight, I swear I will kill all four of you.” 

 “What do you want of me?” Reed demanded, his voice 
anguished as he cradled the badly wounded woman. 

 “I‟m not sure how you thought I would react to your 
sudden cold shoulder. I must wonder what you thought I‟d 
do when you made it clear that you wanted nothing further 
to do with me. After all, we had an agreement.” 

 As the blood seeped out of the wounded woman, Reed 
bit back half a dozen replies. “I apologize. That should have 
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been handled differently,” he forced out. “What will make it 
right between us?” 

 “Simply one thing,” Primus murmured. “I want Cable to 
be made available to me for a mission. Just one mission. The 
loss of your precious Illuminati is a trifling thing to me, so I 
ask a trifle in return. I will be in touch with the time and the 
place.” 

 “That is acceptable,” Reed said, desperation in his voice. 
“May I go?” 

 Primus nodded. “Remember,” he said, his voice ringing 
against the stone walls. “She would not be injured if you had 
followed my instruction. Her punishment is a foretaste of 
what will happen if you try to double cross me again.” 

 Reed scooped the formerly invisible girl up in his arms 
and quickly left. Primus watched him go with a bemused 
smile, and he shook his head. “Obedience is hard to come 
by,” he murmured to himself. 

 

 Reed crossed the parking lot in two impossible strides as 
time and space seemed to bend around him. He opened the 
cockpit and lowered the broken woman into her seat. In the 
back, a hulking hooded figure looked up, his bright blue eyes 
stark contrast to the granite of his face. The other figure was 
a slim young man who looked singularly disconcerted at the 
woman‟s condition. 

 “She‟ll be alright,” Reed said tersely. “Internal bleeding, 
half a dozen broken bones, extensive burns and abrasions, 
and a spinal fracture. In twenty minutes we‟ll be to one of 
our facilities where I can make her right in a few days.” He 
was already in the quinjet, and under his expert control it 
streaked up away from the parking lot and into the night. 

 “What did the Seer of Light want with us?” the blonde 
man demanded. 
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 “He wants us to send Cable on one task for him, and all 
between us is ended,” Reed said. “It seems a fair 
arrangement, but I suspect Cable may not survive. Ben, what 
is your read on all this?” 

 The stone giant bowed his head for a moment, then 
sighed. “Send him,” he intoned, his voice deep and harsh. 
“This, finally, is the purpose for which he was born, the 
destiny that lay on his soul before its fashioning. He is going 
to his destiny.” 

 Reed nodded with a small sigh himself, somewhat 
relieved. 

 “However,” Ben added gravely. “Say any goodbyes you 
need to before he goes…” 

* 

 Darkholme catfooted reverently into the dark room, 
kneeling and then pressing her forehead against the stone 
and waiting patiently for the great one whose presence she 
had entered to acknowledge her. 

 Some time passed before she heard the shifting of a 
mighty form in the dimness above her. “You have come to 
me,” the sibilant voice murmured, echoes slithering around 
her like a net. “Rise.” 

 She swiftly complied, rising to one knee. “My Lord,” she 
said. “All is ready. Nathan and Rachel are positioned, Primus 
knows of Nathan and Secundus knows of Rachel. Neither 
knows of their own offspring. At long last your plan is 
prepared. The Brothers will war upon one another and one 
will emerge triumphant.” 

 Her master chuckled, a sound that sent shivers of fear 
and respect through Darkholme‟s body. “Perhaps,” he 
murmured. “Or they will destroy one another. Primus has 
selected the location, naturally. Secundus will find him there. 
That has always been the way of it, will always be the way of 
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it, until one destroys the other. Primus acts, Secundus reacts. 
Primus initiates, Secundus adapts. So too will it be here.”  

 Darkholme averted her eyes as her master rose from his 
seat with a rustle. “Now,” her master said, “we will see if 
Primus frees his planning from the rash Secundus, or if 
Secundus is finally freed of the burdensome and interminable 
planning of Primus. This is delightful,” he concluded, his 
voice full of his smile. “Enough proxies, enough chess, 
enough scheming. The Brothers will do battle. One will 
emerge triumphant. And only one.” 

 “I will see to it, My Lord,” Darkholme said, pressing her 
forehead to the ground once again. 

 “No need,” her Master said airily. “I have…other 
arrangements in place.” 

 She swallowed hard. “My Lord,” she said. “Do you 
know who will win?” 

 “Of course,” he said benignly. “But be warned. There 
will be an atmosphere where any betrayal is possible. I warn 
you of this because I want you to go far away, under cover. 
You are far too useful to me to get involved in all of this and 
killed because of a temporary lapse in judgment. You have 
betrayed both Brothers, and it is time for you to leave before 
you betray me as well.” His kind voice was even more 
chilling than any threat could have been. 

 “Yes, My Lord,” Darkholme said, no trace of 
resentment or anger in her voice. If anything, she was 
grateful. 

 “You are dismissed,” he murmured in a voice that 
penetrated her to the bone. She stood in a fluid motion and 
vanished into the darkness.  

 Her master turned to his screens, glancing from one to 
another, bemused as the variables spun around his central 
assumptions. A smile toyed with his face. 
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 “Ah,” he sighed. “At last. At last we will meet, Strange,” 
he murmured. “Our meeting has been too long delayed…” 

 His laugh swelled and rolled around the chamber, 
bursting free into the night sky and ringing through the ether. 

 Soon. 



 

106 

The Sundering 
 

September 10 

 “This is my first mission in Nebraska,” the gruff and 
bulky man said as he ran a hand through his white hair. He 
glanced out over the abandoned amusement park. A full 
moon painted the scene in black and white. 

 “You understand your situation,” the man in the 
shadows said to him. “Your part is vital, Cable.” 

 Cable looked at him. “I know you had to lean on the 
Illuminati to send me here,” he said. “I would have come 
anyway. The Project was going to cut all my living tissue off 
and make me into a robot. If I hadn‟t been rescued, I‟d be 
dead or worse. I blew up their base, but… I‟ve been itching 
to take a shot at the head honcho for a long time now.” 

 “Then go get in position,” the shadowed figure said, his 
voice flowing from him. “Our guests are almost here.” 

 Cable looked at the other man‟s closed eyes, at the 
hellish blaze of pupils that shone through the eyelids. He 
nodded. Then he picked up his personal arsenal and jogged 
through the ruin of the amusement park. 

 

 Car doors slammed. The tall and broad-shouldered 
blonde man stepped away from the car, his gaze drinking in 
the abandoned scene before him. Joining him was a teenager, 
red-headed and slim. She shivered and rubbed her upper 
arms as she glanced around, nerves on edge. The broad man 
flared his nostrils and narrowed his eyes, memories flitting 
through his mind that re-animated the dead amusement park 
before them. 

 “Are you sure this is the right place, Alex?” she asked, 
her voice tight. 
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 He nodded. “Even if I couldn‟t feel my brother, I‟d know 
this was the place,” he said. “We have history here. Can‟t you 
feel it? Can‟t you feel the death, the ghosts in the wind? 
Primus draws the spirits of the dead with his power, just like 
a torch draws moths.” 

 “You don‟t?” the redhead asked quietly. 

 “Not to the same degree,” Alex said. “I was not… gifted 
to the same depth. He fancies himself Primus, and he thinks 
I should be Secundus.” He shook his head. “Like I need 
more constant reminders of what my place is supposed to be. 
All that changes tonight.” He rubbed his hands together. 
“Time to revise the business card. You up for this, Rachel?” 

 “It‟s what I was trained to do,” she said firmly. “Let‟s 
get it over with.” 

 They walked past the faded and weather-warped sign 
that read “Pleasure Park” and into the carnival‟s fenced in 
enclosure. Ancient rides rotted in place, stalls and shops sat 
empty and sagging. Tension smoldered in the air; it was only 
a matter of time until violence erupted. 

 

 In the shadows, far beyond the edge of the enclosure, 
five hooded ninja were one with the shadow. 

 “We could ha done it right dere,” one of them 
whispered. “Jus kill him bang like dat.” He was tense. 

 “No,” the shortest one said simply. “We wait. There‟ll 
be a better chance.” 

 The conversation was over. The ninja motionlessly 
waited. 

 

 With a streak of plasma, a sniper on the ferris wheel 
opened up on Alex. Rachel was in front of Alex in a 
moment, on one knee, her telekinetics shunting the blast 
aside to carve a gouge in the earth. Alex wasted no time in 
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retaliating; a connection sprang between the wheel and his 
energies, and then with a tremendous gust of energy that 
shot between them like a lens flare, the ferris wheel was 
blasted. It rocked right out of its supports and toppled, 
smashing to bits and bursting into flame with the irresistible 
might of the cosmic blast. 

 “Is he coming closer or going further away?” Alex 
asked. 

 “I… I can‟t tell,” Rachel said, startled. “Something is 
blocking his mind, I just get… I get something like static,” 
she said. She shook her head, brow furrowed.  

 “Of course Primus would be prepared,” Alex growled 
sullenly. He said nothing further as he prowled deeper into 
the small amusement park. Then he stopped, and looked at a 
disintegrating and dilapidated House of Mirrors. In a casual 
gesture, he lined his palm up with it and whipped out a 
connection. Cosmic energies flowed from him to the mirror 
house, and it detonated and scattered with the force of the 
uncontainable power Alex wielded. Alex turned from the 
simmering wreckage. 

 “It‟s not about perspective anymore, brother!” he 
shouted. “It‟s about power! It‟s time to drop the mind games 
and rule the world! If you can‟t see that, the Dark Lord can!” 
He slowly turned, studying his surroundings. “It‟s time for 
me to take my rightful place as the heir to the Dark Lord.” 

 “You will call me Primus,” echoed a cold voice from the 
shadows. Finally, two mini-nova blazes of light were visible 
in the darkness, and a slim man stepped out in the open. His 
eyes were closed, but the light of his pupils shone through 
his thin eyelids. 

 Alex faced him. “Finally, after all these decades, you 
decide to stand and fight,” he sneered. 

 “We cannot kill each other, Secundus,” Primus 
reminded him. “We draw from the same network.” 
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 “True,” Alex conceded. “But that‟s the energies. I‟m 
Alex, not Secundus. After tonight, if I‟m called anything but 
Alex, it‟ll be Primus. I figure I‟ll just take your head off,” he 
said, reaching into his coat and drawing out a katana. He 
twirled it once. “Figure that‟ll work?” 

 Primus was silent, fury rolling from him in chill waves. 
“You seem bent on dying,” he said tightly. 

 “First, a warmup,” Alex said with a vicious grin. “I 
found somebody that can kill you for me.” 

 Rachel sprang from the shadows. Primus whirled with 
the combat skill and speed of a panther, and tagged her with 
a controlled optic blast. To his surprise, the blast spattered 
off her telekinetic shield, and she was in striking distance. 
Her blade whipped forward, right towards his heart. He 
snapped his arm up, the blade punched through his forearm. 
Then he opened his eyes and caught Rachel with a dead-on 
full power blast. She was picked up off her feet and flung 
through several buildings, her telekinetic shield burst and her 
body bloodied. 

 For a long moment all was silent, then they heard the 
pitter patter of running feet.  

 “She‟s still alive,” Primus noted. 

 “Well, she has been trained for this for quite a few 
months now, and she‟s always been a warrior,” Alex said.  

 A long moment passed between them.  

 “It doesn‟t have to be this way,” Primus said quietly. 
“All you have to do is apologize, accept your punishment for 
disobedience, and we can start rebuilding everything your 
impatience has destroyed.” 

 Alex stared at him. “Killing you is too merciful,” he 
gritted out. “My assassin will kill you anyway. You know 
why? Because she‟s fighting for her life,” he said with a grin 
that leaked spite. “After all, if you had a daughter and the 
Dark Lord knew, wouldn‟t you try to kill her?” 
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 Primus stared at him, the implication striking him. For a 
solid second, he was too stunned to react. 

 Swift as a shadow, Rachel‟s bloody form sprang from 
the shadows, gripping a pair of splintered stakes. Primus 
registered her presence as she drew her arm back for a lethal 
strike to the heart— 

 Gunfire blazed in the shadows. Bullets slammed into 
Rachel‟s ribs, her head, her arm, her legs. In a matter of 
seconds the two fully automatic weapons had sent her flying 
back through the air, bullets pounding through her, holing 
vital organs and shattering load-bearing bones. Several 
rounds burst out the back of her head. Her corpse thudded 
to the ground, and Cable stepped out of the shadows with 
his guns steaming and smoking. 

 Cable squared off with Alex. Alex probed him with the 
peculiar energies of his cosmic power, and found a telekinetic 
field that buzzed and swarmed around Cable, making it 
difficult for him to lock on. Cable let him probe, guns at his 
sides, savoring the showdown. 

 Primus rushed to Rachel and cradled her bullet-riddled 
form in his arms, her blood still hot as it oozed and gushed 
from her, smearing Primus. He touched her face with 
trembling fingers. “I never knew,” he whispered to her. “I 
never knew.” One of her eyes had been shot out, but he 
closed the other gently with his fingertips. “You… you have 
your mother‟s eyes,” he managed to say around the lump that 
rose in his throat. 

 “Director of the Project,” Cable‟s harsh voice rang out. 
“You‟re the one that gave Fury the order to chop me up. He 
didn‟t like it, but he was a good soldier. So he issued the 
order to strip the last of my humanity. And you knew better. 
This time the game piece got moved up to the board you‟re 
playing on. And I‟ve been prepared for this.” He holstered 
one of his hand cannons and reloaded the other. “Let‟s go.” 
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 Alex shook his head and chuckled. “You‟re so cute,” he 
said. “Bullets. Honestly. Well, let‟s kick this off.” 

 A roaring blaze, a searing line of energy tore the night 
and curled the air itself with the violence of its unleashing. 
Like a streak of nuclear fire the bolt slammed into Cable‟s 
back, propelling him with unnatural speed in a flat arc to 
slam into Alex. Both of them flew back and bashed through 
several buildings. 

 Alex‟s ears were still ringing as he heard Primus‟s voice. 

 “I want you to know what it‟s like,” Primus said in a 
voice like cracking ice. “Having your child die in your arms.” 

 “What, this?” Alex said, shoving Cable off of him. Cable 
groaned faintly; his cybers were fused, his flesh broken and 
torn, but he clung stubbornly to life. Alex stood, casually 
brushing himself off. He looked back through the buildings 
they had slammed through to see Primus striding towards 
him, riding the momentum of his fury. 

 “Hah,” Alex said. He gestured at Cable. “He doesn‟t 
matter. My legacy will be my empire, not some sad genetic 
byproduct of sex.” He hesitated. 

 He had never sensed anything like the rage that burned 
in Primus now. 

 For the first time that night, he tasted fear. 

 “Tonight,” Primus growled in a voice too soft not to 
send ripples of fear up and down the spine, “the Dark Lord 
does not matter. I will get revenge. I think of what I would 
have told her, what I could have taught her. But she was 
alone in this world. Surrounded only by creatures like you.” 
His voice trembled, but it was no longer with sorrow. There 
was no room for anything but rage in him now; beyond rage, 
wrath. “It seems I must be stripped of those near me. A 
daughter. A lover. Now it is time for…my brother…to join 
them.” 
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 Energy leaped between them, and their energies locked 
against each other. Both pulled as deeply as they were able 
on the depthless reserves and networks that they were tied 
to. Around the world, buildings crumbled. Old men and 
women died. Children screamed. Streets cracked. Shadows 
boiled. Energy gushed to where the two men squared off, 
screaming, pounding all the power they could into a 
scintillating devastation that flattened everything around 
them. 

 Alex tried to focus enough to draw his blade in the 
midst of the maelstrom of energy. Primus lost himself in his 
rage. Power twisted out of control as they poured the 
network through their flesh frames. 

 Reality whined and strained as impossible energy bored 
through time and space. 

 Something had to give. 

* 

 In New York, Strange‟s eyes shot open as his meditation 
was shattered by a massive disruption in the flow of the ley 
lines, the geomantic energy of the earth.  

 “Now it is time,” he breathed. His astral form lifted 
from him, released with a thought. Whirling through 
dimensions on a practiced route, Strange‟s form appeared to 
his apprentice in her pocket dimension. 

 Illyana, he whispered. Get my body. It is time. 

 The goat-footed blonde sprang from her throne and 
gestured, a wreath of dark flame swirled around the stepping 
disk that snatched Strange‟s body from his home and 
brought it to her dimension. Strange‟s astral form slipped 
back into flesh, and he joined her by her scrying pool. 

 “Go time,” she said nervously, rubbing her hands 
together as images flickered in her scry. She conjured another 
stepping disk, and another woman joined them. The 



 

   113 

newcomer blinked in surprise. Her strawberry blonde hair 
was cut chin length. She looked at Strange questioningly. 

 “It is time for the end game,” Strange said, his saturnine 
features almost alien as he focused on the scrying pool. 
“There,” he said, guiding the scry. 

 A wash of energy blazed through the scry, singing 
Strange and Illyana as they threw themselves back. 

 “What the hell are they doing?!” Illyana demanded, 
breathless. 

 “Are you ready, Valeria?” Strange asked her. She nodded 
resolutely. 

 “Right,” Strange said. “On my mark, Illyana, take us 
there.” 

* 

 Alex felt fear building in him as strips and flakes of skin 
whirled off of him and off of Primus. They were locked in 
energies that were twisting out of their control. It seemed 
sure that one of them would die, and as the infinite seconds 
thudded past they were more and more inextricably locked. 

 He did not hear Cable‟s dying body shift. He did not 
hear the gun cock. But when the bullets slapped into his 
back, he gasped in pain and surprise. 

 The wild energies slid out of his control, and suddenly 
Primus had all the power. 

 Alex was torn and shredded, bullets still smacking into 
him as he sailed through space, spinning like a broken doll 
away from his brother‟s wrath. He slammed down 
somewhere in the wreckage. 

 Primus redirected the beam to wash over Cable, 
destroying him as a bonfire destroys a snowflake. Then he 
released the energy he had pulled from the network. He 
slumped to the ground, freely bleeding, half alive and barely 
conscious. 
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 With a snap hiss, a stepping disk flared. It sliced neatly 
through the sagging and violated reality that swathed the 
battlefield. Strange and Valeria stood back to back, surveying 
the battlefield. 

 “About… time,” Primus managed. He choked, and spat 
blood. “About time you showed up,” he said, weary to the 
bone. “It may come to battle, but let us talk together for a 
time.” 

 Strange crossed his arms and looked into the dim glow 
of the pupils that shone through Primus‟s eyelids. “Very 
well,” he said. “Talk.” 

 “As you may or may not know, I am Primus,” the 
slumped figure said slowly, gathering what energy he could in 
this spent place. “I just fought with my brother, Secundus. I 
triumphed. We fought to see whether subtlety or power 
would win the day. Subtlety won, but as always at too high a 
cost. Decades of work,” he said, shaking his head. “Lifetimes 
of planning, lost to my brother‟s impatience. And now… 
now I am alone.” 

 Strange said nothing, waiting, letting the wasted creature 
before him speak. Silence echoed across the destroyed 
amusement park. Rubble lay in a swathe around them, no 
building still stood. 

 “You don‟t seem surprised to see us,” Strange noted. 

 “I know you,” Primus said, his bloody grin eerie. “You 
have crossed my designs a few times. And the Dark Lord 
knew that you would be drawn to the final conflict. After all, 
you are the Keeper of the Balance, the Sorcerer Supreme, 
and my Dark Lord is about changing that balance. Of course 
he knew of you. He learned of you.” Primus sighed. “If I 
continue along my path I will be alone even as the Dark Lord 
is alone. Surrounded by threats, including my allies… caught 
in the forever twisting labyrinth of power struggles.” 

 His glowing pupils met Strange‟s gaze. “I‟ve been buried 
in the web of shadows for so long I‟ve forgotten entirely the 
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look and feel of sunlight,” he breathed. “It weakens my 
connection to the network, so I simply avoid it. It shortens 
my life. But why live?” he asked, looking down at the 
ground, “If this is all there is, it is not enough. Secundus… 
Alex… he was right. If I had known of my daughter, I would 
have sought her out and killed her. My own daughter. I 
didn‟t dare admit my love for Pryor while she lived. She 
would have been used as a weapon against me. I am weary. I 
fear I have lived too long. But…” 

 He covered his head with his bleeding hands. “I dare 
not lose and give the entire network over to my brother or to 
the Dark Lord. I cannot win, Strange. If I do not take 
advantage of my brother‟s weakness, the Dark Lord will 
punish or kill me. There is no way out.” 

 “Who are you?” Strange asked quietly. “The earth spirits 
will not speak your name. Who is the Dark Lord you serve? 
Answer, and I may be able to help you.” 

 Each passing second brought Primus more power as the 
violated and burst network recovered itself. He seemed less 
human as energy trickled into him, making him something 
greater. “The Dark Lord is a vampire, or was a vampire. 
Difficult to tell if he has transcended his origin or not, or 
whether he was something else that was diseased with 
vampirism. I am Primus, his most powerful servant. I share 
his connection to the networks, though I have limited 
mastery at best. You cannot defeat the Dark Lord, Strange. 
He is ancient beyond reckoning, tied to a hundred thousand 
networks that he can move through at will, he is cunning and 
invulnerable and unstoppable. He knows of you, he will be 
ready for you.” Primus shook his head. “You can not win 
against him.” 

 “Yet I mean to try,” Strange said calmly. “Will you help 
us, or hinder us?” he asked. “I offer you a brighter path.” 

 Primus pondered the question. Still on his knees, he 
looked over at Strange‟s outstretched hand. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

 Alex staggered over the toppled fence of the ruin of the 
amusement park. He stumbled across the hard dirt road, 
headed for the endless furrows of the cornfield. Then he 
stopped, and slowly turned. 

 A man in black garb with a hood that revealed only his 
dark eyes stood on the road, swaying and weak. 

 “You,” Alex breathed. “Why are you in my network?” 
He felt the slow pulse of the figure before him. Then he 
blinked, and spun around. Five ninja stood in a circle, staring 
at him. Three of them flared to his unique sight, part of his 
network. Another resonated with the network, an indirect tie. 

 He chuckled, blood pushed out of his mouth to run 
down his chin. “A pajama party. How fabulous. Well, 
Hitachi, I knew after you rescued Remy from my clutches 
you‟d make your move. You made that much clear, you runt. 
So how‟s your archery these days?” He pressed his hand 
against his bleeding side, his smile hard. 

 “Unbelievable at thirty feet,” Stick said hoarsely. “Been a 
long time since we talked, Alex.” 

 “I killed your fully trained ninja band then, but now you 
just have a handful of half-assed ninjas.” 

 “You are not at the top of your form either,” Stick 
shrugged. “Bo. Your time has come.” 

 “Ah, Remy,” Alex said, turning as one of the ninja 
pulled off his hood. His hair was wild, his eyes dark with red 
irises. “I simply did as you asked.” 

 “Den die,” Remy spat, “dat‟s what I want now.” 

 “You idiot,” Alex said patiently. Then he gasped. Stick 
had darted up behind him, touched him here, there, there; 
Alex‟s breath left him more suddenly than if he had been 
punched.  
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 “Now, while he is mortal,” Stick snapped. Alex 
staggered, disconnected from his network for a second. 

 Remy darted forward, his sword describing a silvered 
glimmering arc in the moonlight. 

 Alex‟s head seemed to leap off his shoulders, and his 
body toppled on the road. A second later, his head thudded 
to the frozen earth. 

 Remy‟s breathing was shallow and uneven, his eyes 
bright. “I killed de devil,” he whispered to himself, and as his 
eyes slid closed a single tear streaked down his cheek. His lip 
trembled as he smiled to himself. “At last, it be over.” 

 “No,” Stick replied. “Put your hood back on.” 

 Remy put his hood on, and Stick cleared his throat. 
“There‟s another one we gotta kill. Deeper in. Then we‟ll be 
done.” 

 With a peculiar snap hiss, a disk of pale dark energy 
wreathed in eldritch fire streaked the night. In its wake stood 
a sorceress with goatish legs, silver armor, horns, and a 
sword. She leveled the sword at the five hooded ninja. 

 “Okay,” she said, “I somehow knew there‟d be ninja 
involved. Let‟s dance.” 

 “Wait,” Stick said, raising his hand as the others braced 
for battle. “Wait please. Illyana. Now you are going to go 
after the Dark Lord himself, in the company of Strange. We 
will follow and assist. Blaze the trail and we will aid you when 
you need it most. Do not tell Strange.” He bowed to her, 
then one of the others flung a small glass globe to the hard 
earth. Smoke billowed, and the ninja were gone. 

 “How many clans do they have?” Illyana complained, 
waving the smoke away with a grimace. Then she stopped. 
One ninja remained. “You want some?” she asked, arching 
an eyebrow and raising her sword. 
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 The ninja pulled her hood off, and Illyana gasped. 
“Silent?” 

 “Yes,” Elektra nodded. “You can trust Stick. He is 
secretive and unpleasant, but he is one of the good guys. Do 
not tell Strange. I don‟t know why not, but Stick has his 
reasons.” 

 Illyana gestured, whispering an invocation to Agamotto. 
Silent was subtly different than when Illyana had seen her 
last, but the changes were all improvements. She nodded. 

 “I trust you,” she said.  

 Elektra stepped up into her personal space. “How 
much?” she breathed. 

 “Maybe not that much,” Illyana said nervously. 

 In a single swift motion, Elektra put a hand behind 
Illyana‟s neck and ducked in for a swift kiss. Her tongue was 
warm and soft, and Illyana barely registered what was 
happening before it was over. Her mouth tingled and she 
rubbed at it with the back of her hand as she bounded back 
on her agile hooves. 

 “Okay, that‟s uncalled for,” she snapped. But her voice 
had a peculiar psychic echo, and she blinked. 

 I will be in touch, Silent thought to her without speaking. 
Illyana raised her sword, uncertain. It is the Silent Speech, 
Elektra clarified, and we will meet again very soon. The world 
blurred for just a moment, and Elektra had concealed herself.  

 Illyana looked around cautiously one last time, then 
headed back towards the center of the ruin that had been an 
amusement park. Maybe Strange didn‟t need to know about 
this… 

* 

 “Did you feel it?” Primus asked with a wry smile. “My 
brother. Disconnected from the web of shadows, then slain. 
The Dark Lord works swiftly when it suits him.” He heaved 
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a sigh, and looked at Strange, his pupils growing brighter 
though his closed eyelids. “I will help you,” he said firmly. 
“Whatever the cost. But first…” he hesitated. “I must see to 
the burial. Of my… of my daughter. I want to do it under 
the sun. With my hands.” He glanced down at his open, 
bloody hands. “I want to see what my mortal frame can do. 
Besides host undead energies.” 

 Illyana hopped up on a pile of rubble and squatted with 
her goat legs. “Good. Let‟s all port back to New York. It‟s 
not safe here,” she said, sniffing the air and glancing around. 

 “No,” Primus said quickly. “To dislocate from Prime, 
even briefly, is very painful. I am still partly human, but now 
I am also partly undead. My power comes from the web of 
shadows the Dark Lord has spun, and I sip power from it 
because he permits me to. To be disconnected,” he said, 
shaking his head, “is hard on my system.” 

 “Are we close to this Dark Lord?” Illyana asked. “Maybe 
we should finish it tonight.” 

 “No,” Primus said wearily. “He has known this day is 
coming, we won‟t take him by surprise. Better to be thinking 
clearly and fully rested.” 

 “Can you handle sunlight?” Illyana asked. 

 “Enough,” he shrugged. “It is a bit painful, but… under 
the circumstances, I welcome it. Sunlight brings a taste of 
freedom I have long been denied by power lust.” 

 Strange nodded. “Illyana, take us back. Valeria, will you 
watch over Primus tonight?” 

 She nodded. “I will,” she said. She held up her cell 
phone. “I‟ll let you know if there are any problems.” 

 “Then we shall meet again tomorrow,” Strange said. 
Illyana gestured, and a stepping disk carried them away, 
leaving Primus and Valeria alone. 
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 Valeria sighed, looking up into the full moon. Then she 
looked at Primus. 

 “Hello,” she said, “my name is Valeria von Doom. 
Pleased to meet you.” 

 “Scott Summers,” he said with a rueful smile. “I am no 
longer Primus. And the pleasure is mine.” 

 She hesitated. “I… know the pain of trying to connect 
with others and failing. If anyone can help you, it‟s Strange.” 

 “Indeed,” murmured a slithering voice in the shadows. 
Valeria spun as a tall, dark figure rose effortlessly from the 
deep shadow behind a pile of steaming rubble. The shadow 
looked at Valeria. 

 “Do not interfere,” he whispered in a sibilant voice. 
“We will meet again tomorrow. But there‟s no sense making 
it easy for you.” He gestured at Scott, who staggered and fell 
over with a small cry. 

 “If you are determined to betray me,” the shadow 
chuckled to Scott, “do it properly.” Then the shadow sank 
back among other shadows, and the two were alone. 

 “Scott, are you alright?” Valeria asked with concern, 
kneeling at his side. 

 “C-cold,” he managed. He rolled over and pointed his 
sightless eyes at her. His pupils no longer glowed. He 
blinked, his eyes fluttered open. Irises and pupils had been 
burned out of them by the vast power he had wielded. 

 “I‟m blind,” he whispered, panic in his voice. “The 
network—energies—all gone!” 

 “Don‟t worry,” Valeria said, glancing around as she 
pulled out her cell phone. “I‟ll get us some shelter for the 
night.” 

 “This changes nothing,” Scott said, his voice hard. “The 
Dark Lord always knows what‟s going on, but I can‟t let that 



 

   121 

hinder me. One of us must die this time. I must not waver in 
my conviction.” 

 “And if you do somehow miraculously kill him, what 
then?” Valeria asked, trying to keep the edge out of her 
voice. Assassination. Never the first choice. 

 “Then I try to live out my mortal days,” Scott 
whispered. He shook his head. “It doesn‟t matter,” he said in 
a stronger voice. “I don‟t expect to survive.” 

 “I‟ll watch over you,” Valeria said firmly. 

 His laugh was hollow. 

* 

 The stepping disk flared, and Strange stood with Illyana 
in the kitchen of his Sanctum in New York. He sighed, and 
sat at the table. 

 “So what‟s going on?” Illyana asked as she hopped up to 
squat on the seat of a chair. “I‟m not sure I‟ve got enough 
pieces to make a picture here.” 

 Strange shrugged. “The earth has a defense system,” he 
said. “Very few people know about it. There is something in 
the earth, in the way Prime is built, that maintains the status 
quo much of the time. When there is an invasion, or when 
some power-mad mystical creature tries to take control, or 
when a shadow organization makes an overt bid for power, 
the defense kicks in.” He leaned back. 

 “See,” he continued, “what looks like heroes being in 
the right time at the right place is part of this latent defense. 
Powerful and evil men and beings tend to create those who 
would stop them. It‟s a symbiosis that is a part of the balance 
of Prime. That is one reason I have told you that every 
difficulty is a lock, and we have keys, we just need to figure 
out how to use what we have to get through the situation we 
find ourselves in. Prime is looking out for us, so to speak. 
Prime wants to be balanced. We just need to solve the 
equation with the tools Prime gives us.” 
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 “This is deep, but I‟m tracking,” Illyana said. “Go on.” 

 “The creatures we need fear the most understand 
Prime‟s defense and work to circumvent it by moving slowly, 
ever so slowly, and by staying deep in the background so 
Prime is changed gradually enough not to notice. That‟s what 
we‟re facing in this Dark Lord. He has the patience of a 
stone, it seems. But now and then, every now and again there 
is an inner power struggle that peels enough layers back for a 
once in a lifetime shot at what‟s behind it all.” 

 “Tomorrow we take that shot,” Illyana breathed. 

 Strange nodded. There was silence between them as that 
information sunk in. 

 “We must not fail,” Illyana said. 

 “We must not fail,” Strange agreed. 

 Illyana was thoughtful. “So to take that to the next level. 
Is that why you don‟t hunt down evildoers?” 

 Strange chuckled. “Explain.” 

 “Well,” Illyana said slowly, “you once told me we aren‟t 
heroes, we‟re here to maintain the balance. But you could be 
a hero, couldn‟t you. The only thing is, the balance will try to 
maintain itself with or without your help. So, if you tried to 
make everything right with the world, then some opposite of 
you, some dank villain who could match your every move 
would emerge.” 

 “Hm, an interesting theory,” Strange said, his eyes 
merry, stroking his goatee. “Go on.” 

 “So instead,” she said, her mind working, “you set 
yourself up to keep the balance, and you surround yourself 
with, for lack of a better term, heroes. That way we go out 
and fight injustice and so forth, do battle with the bad guys. 
And once we‟ve balanced the equation henchman for 
henchman you can go straight to the bad guy behind it.” She 
cocked her head curiously. “But do we make bad guys?” 
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 Strange raised his eyebrows. “Incisive question,” he 
noted. 

 She thought for a moment. “Like Victor von Doom,” 
she said dully. She shook that off. “I mean, would there be 
bad guys if we weren‟t trying to do the right thing? I mean, if 
we just quit, would the bad guys go away too?” She scowled 
at her smiling teacher.  “Cut me some slack,” Illyana said. 
“I‟ve brought it this far, come on!” 

 “You‟re so close,” Strange said, something very serious 
and also very amused in his eyes. “If you figure out a bit 
more then you‟ll understand it much better than if I simply 
told you.” 

 Illyana reflected, her elbow on her knee and her chin 
resting on her palm as she squatted in the chair. “I gotta 
think decisions come into it somewhere,” she said. 
“Otherwise this whole thing is pointless, the whole attempt 
to do good. And I can‟t believe that Prime is balanced, 
there‟s just too much bad stuff going on.” 

 The phone rang, and Strange answered it. “Strange 
here,” he said. He listened for a minute, then nodded. “Bring 
the tarp and the body and our guest. You can spend the night 
here.” He hung up. Illyana was already gone, scrying, and 
returning with a Valeria and Scott. 

 “We left the body in Limbo,” Illyana explained. “It‟ll be 
safe enough there.” 

 Scott staggered. “Please,” he said. “I need rest.” 

 Valeria led him upstairs, and Illyana hopped back up on 
the seat of the chair. “So how does this balance work?” she 
demanded rhetorically. Strange leaned against the counter 
and let her think it through. 

 “Throw me a bone,” she said after a minute. 

 “Very well,” Strange said. “If you were Prime, senseless 
and drawn to balance, how would you classify Illyana 
Nikolievna Rasputin? Hero or villain?” 
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 “Ouch,” she said reflectively. “I see what you mean. I‟m 
on the side of the angels now, but it didn‟t have to turn out 
that way. Maybe…” Strange watched her intently. 

 “Potential,” she murmured. “Maybe Prime just balances 
the potential.” Her eyes brightened. “The keys! But we have 
to figure out how to fit them to the locks. How to match 
what could be with what is to get through the present, and use 
the past to make the future. It‟s the art of shaping, where you 
break down what is and use it to make what will be; the 
potential of all things for good or for evil, and evil takes care 
of itself so there must be those to sacrifice to make the good 
that can balance it…” She was lost for a moment as the 
entirety of her education crystallized in her mind for the first 
time. 

 Strange smiled a very satisfied smile. “It‟s time for bed,” 
he said quietly. 

* 

 Stick hunched on the roof of the truck stop, invisible to 
those who did not know how to find him. For Matt it was 
easy. He sat down in the middle of the canopy over the truck 
stop and waited to be acknowledged. 

 “Out with it,” Stick said gruffly. 

 Matt cleared his throat. “You knew that man.” 

 “I knew him,” Stick nodded, his voice empty of 
emotion. 

 “He gave you your sight,” Matt stated. 

 “And my blindness,” Stick said. 

 “Why?” Matt asked. 

 “He killed my master, in Japan,” Stick said quietly. “As 
the highest ranking survivor in my ninja clan, I gathered my 
brothers and tracked him. We fought him, he killed all of my 
ninja and then blinded me. Thought it was funny,” Stick 
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growled, wiping his nose with the back of his hand. “I was an 
archer. The best.” 

 “But he let you live,” Matt prompted, feeling almost 
dizzy as he realized he knew next to nothing about his 
teacher. 

 “Yep,” Stick agreed. “Sure did. Gave me my sight that is 
not sight, and told me that the price of my survival was two 
fold. I had to train anyone who asked me to train them, and I 
was not allowed to train any of them enough to be full 
fledged ninja. Great sense of humor he had.” Stick‟s voice 
held traces of a bitterness old and faded. 

 “Is that why you drove us away when the time came?” 
Matt asked. 

 “Hah,” barked Stick. “So I‟ve been alive for a long, long 
time. I have some of his power. But I was angry, so I tried to 
hide. Sure, I trained people now an then, as Alex sent em. 
Then he got tired of his joke and sent Remy to kill me.” Stick 
sat motionless, sightless, his memory curling around him. 
Matt waited. 

 The night got colder, the wind picked up. The two ninja 
sat on the roof, waiting for the right moment. 

 “After I pretended to let Remy kill me I knew I had to 
do something. Alex had to be killed. So I looked for my 
replacement should I fail in my mission to kill him myself. I 
singled you out in eighty five, started keeping tabs on you.” 

 Matt blinked, startled. “You were following me before 
my father was killed?” he said breathlessly, the implications 
sinking in. “Did you have anything to do with his death?” 

 “I wasn‟t there to kill him or to stop him from being 
killed,” Stick snapped. “Wasn‟t my place. He got himself 
killed. I just moved in to keep you from being wasted in a 
pointless mundane life.” 

 “But you could have saved him,” Matt said, anger rising. 
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 “Boy,” Stick said, disgusted, “about twenty people in 
New York alone died while we been chatting that I could 
have saved. Think I shoulda done it?” 

 Matt gritted his teeth and said nothing. 

 “Now yer back ta wondering if I blinded you,” Stick 
said, shaking his head. “Truth is, I don‟t know. You got in a 
fight, all cocky with yer powers, before you were ready. Like 
some street vigilante. Like the secrets of the Oshuda ninja 
clan are for protecting peasants from street crime.” 

 He spat. “I found you, back of your head bashed in 
pretty good. I had to go looking when you didn‟t get home 
for practice. Maybe your sight would have recovered, maybe 
not. But I took it as a sign that the time had come, and I gave 
you my Sight, and my blindness just goes with it or you‟d be 
crazy with too much information. I dimmed my own senses 
for you, boy, and you made me proud. Then I had to make 
you leave, make you hide; Alex was suspecting I wasn‟t as 
dead as I was supposed to be. You were always the one I was 
going to finish, the training masterpiece that would be ready 
to fight Alex and free us all, my oathbreaker.” 

 “That‟s not what I want,” Matt said, frustration welling 
up in him. 

 Stick laughed bitterly. “Yeah.” 

 There was an unforgiving silence. 

 “Tell me, boy,” Stick said. “If you could trade all your 
senses for sight, if you could trade your talents for a normal 
life, do you really believe you would?” 

 “You had no right,” Matt said, his voice trembling. 
“And you couldn‟t tell me all of the truth, even if you wanted 
to. Truth is not a medium you can work in. You should have 
told me all this a decade ago.” 

 “You a lawyer, but still things are supposed to be 
simple.” Stick sighed. “Can‟t you see?” Stick said, his voice 
gentle for the first time in decades. “I love you like a son.” 
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 Matt abruptly stood and stalked off the canopy, 
vanishing into the night. 

 Stick looked sightlessly up at the stars and sighed. 
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The Man Behind the Curtain 

 

September 11 

  Sweat poured down the blind man‟s face as he hefted 
another spadeful of earth. With a grunt, he tossed it on the 
pile of fresh-churned dirt. Then he stuck the shovel‟s point 
in the ground and leaned back, his breath coming in ragged 
gasps as he pointed his sweaty face towards the distant sun. 
A chilly breeze rippled across the shorn cornfields around 
them. 

 “The grave… finished,” he said hoarsely. “I need to sit 
down.” 

 “By all means,” the classically beautiful woman next to 
him said, looking around. Her reddish blonde hair gleamed in 
the November sunlight. The blind man with her knew what 
she looked like; he had not been blind for very long. She 
looked over at the flattened fairground that was still wisping 
smoke from being destroyed the night before. 

 “Now my brother is gone,” the blind man said, lowering 
himself to his knees by the grave. “I won‟t bury him. My 
daughter is dead,” he said, touching the cold earth of the 
fresh grave with a trembling hand. “It is time to turn my 
attention to my father.” 

He turned to the woman that stood by him. “Not 
twenty miles from here stands an old abandoned building, it 
looks like an old farm house. It was an orphanage for this 
county. I grew up there with my brother. In 1921 my brother 
and I were six years old, and that‟s when we first met the 
Dark Lord. He began his experiments, tying siblings to his 
network. We weren‟t the first,” he said, and he listened to the 
wind as it rippled across the fallow field. He flexed his hands 
on the crumbling soil. “It was miraculous that we survived. 
Only two of us out of ten in that particular batch.” 
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 “Are you ready to lead us there?” the woman asked. 

 “No,” he said, slowly shaking his head. “The Dark Lord 
is more cunning than that. I can‟t see anymore, and without 
my sense of tracing the power to its root, or at least 
following the veiled road, I can‟t find the place. There are 
magic screens around it, screens that turn the eye away and 
confuse the step. Out in the cornfields, it‟s impossible to find 
it if you do not know precisely where to look. No one has 
come to the heart of Nebraska to seek out evil,” he added 
with a grimace. 

 “Is it entirely impossible to get there?” Valeria asked. 

 “No,” the blind man shrugged. “If you know someone 
who has found their way in, someone who can see, then that 
person can find their way in again. But I know of no 
successful interlopers.” 

 A stepping disk flared, full of pale dark light, ringed in 
eldritch fire. A thin man in a red coat stepped out, 
accompanied by a goat-legged but otherwise attractive young 
sorceress. 

 “Perhaps I can shed light on the affair,” the thin man 
said. “First things first. Scott, are you finished here?” 

 “Yes,” the blind man said dully. 

 “Valeria, are you ready to go?” the thin man asked the 
woman who watched over him.  

 “Say the word,” she nodded. 

 “Strange, he said something about someone finding 
their way in,” the goat-legged sorceress said. “You don‟t 
mean to wake up Kravinoff, do you?” 

 “No need,” Strange said, his eyes probing the horizon. 
“Kravinoff showed Peter Parker the way through the maze.” 

 “Ah,” the sorceress replied. 
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 “Perhaps you could go recruit him, Illyana,” Strange 
said. “The time is approaching. The confrontation will not be 
delayed much longer.” 

 A stepping disk carried Illyana away. 

 “I feel the years,” Scott murmured. “They swirl in my 
mind like leaves in an autumn wind, trapped inside me and 
whispering restlessly. My mind feels dull. I… will not be of 
much help.” 

 “You don‟t know that,” Strange murmured. “We cannot 
always tell what our role will be.” 

* 

  Peter answered the door, and blinked. Illyana smiled at 
him sweetly. 

 “Got a couple hours, Pete?” she said. “We‟re about to 
go tackle the big bad guy. Here‟s the catch. We can‟t find his 
lair without getting through a magic maze. Unless we have 
somebody who‟s been inside. And I think you won‟t be 
terribly surprised to find out this lair is a dilapidated 
farmhouse.” 

 Peter heaved a sigh. “Great,” he said. “I knew that one 
was gonna bite me. Look, I can go with you, but I gotta call 
MJ. Hang on.” He let her in, and as she closed the door he 
picked up the cordless phone and punched in a number. 

 “Yes, Mary Jane please,” he said. He waited for a half a 
minute, then smiled. “Hey there,” he said. “Something‟s 
come up. Something serious. I‟m going with Strange.” He 
listened for a minute, and nodded. “I‟ll be as careful as I can. 
I should be back by the time you get home. Take care of 
stuff, I‟ll see ya. I love you,” he added seriously. Then he 
disconnected and tossed the phone on the couch. He smiled 
sheepishly at Illyana. 

 “I kind of want those to be my last words to her,” he 
said, “so any time I set out on one of these nutty missions I 
tell her I love her so, you know, in case I don‟t come back 
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she has that as our last…” He shrugged. “Okay, let me get 
my mesh and we‟re outta here.” 

 

 The assembly was quiet for a moment. Valeria, Scott, 
Peter, Illyana, and Strange stood around the scrying pool in 
Limbo. Greenery bloomed all around them, and the hintings 
of dawn were brushed across the deep blue sky. 

Valeria wore leather jacket and pants and boots, 
Scott was dressed in jeans and a sweat shirt, Illyana wore a 
tunic and silver armor, Strange in slacks and a white shirt, his 
red coat over all, and Peter in mesh with his hood down. 

 “We are all keys,” Strange said quietly. “The Dark Lord‟s 
stronghold is a puzzle box, and each of us is in a way a key to 
unlocking part of it. Are we ready to go?” 

 They nodded. Illyana opened the scry, and Peter stood 
next to her with his eyes half shut. 

 The scry turned and twisted as Peter focused and Illyana 
held the connection between them, her face screwed up in 
concentration. Then the scry settled on a farmhouse on the 
horizon, surrounded by fallow fields. Those looking at the 
image shivered slightly. It was wrong; the angles were all off, 
not a single right angle in the entire view. The house obeyed 
its own architectural rules now, and it seemed distressingly 
aware. 

 The stepping disk flared, and deposited the five of them 
at the bottom of a short rise, a road at their feet leading up to 
the farmhouse. The sky was the color of gunmetal, the wind 
was cold and as markedly steady as an ocean current. A faint 
stink of ozone hung in the air, and it was a bit harder to 
breathe than it should have been. All the colors were subtly 
wrong. Fear rippled through them. 

 “Nothing is as it seems,” Strange said guardedly. 
“Beware, here in the center of the web of shadows.” He 
knelt, and sifted a handful of dirt. “The very earth here is 
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dead,” he murmured. “Undead energy overflows from the air 
itself.” He stood, brushing his hands against each other. 
“This place. It is a half step away from Prime. Just far 
enough to evade my detection. There are no spirits of earth 
here.” 

 Illyana was quivering as she looked around, and the cold 
was not wholly responsible. “Okay, let‟s do this and get out 
of here,” she said, her jaw trembling almost enough to make 
her teeth chatter. 

 Tears squeezed out of Scott‟s useless eyes; memories 
flooded him, and he had not the strength to keep them at 
bay. He said nothing. 

 Peter pulled the hood down on his mesh, so he was 
entirely lost in the shadow. As he led the way, the group 
approached the house. He got to the porch. 

 Nothing here is natural, whispered the spider ghost in the 
back of Peter‟s mind. This place is an abomination. 

 “We‟re going in,” Peter murmured. He reached out and 
touched the door, having a strange dissonance with the last 
time he had been here, in the mind of his broken friend. 
Gently, he pushed the warped and weatherbeaten door open. 

 “Careful, Peter,” Strange warned. “Illyana, with me. 
We‟ll watch over Scott. Valeria, check the place out. Peter, 
find the way further in.” 

 Valeria and Peter disappeared into the house, and Scott 
dropped to his knees. 

 “Please,” the blind man begged hoarsely. “I can go no 
further. I dare not go in there without any power. Let me 
stay here. I‟ve done enough, for what I‟ve become,” Scott 
managed. “You can‟t protect me anyway, and if you fail you 
cannot imagine the horror of my fate.” Strange exchanged a 
glance with Illyana. “Please,” Scott said. “I insist.” He 
flinched. “Peter has found the way further in,” he whispered. 
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 Valeria whirled through the house; she saw the spare 
kitchen with its long and cheerless table, she saw the closet 
where misbehaving children were locked until they saw the 
error of their ways. She saw the two dormitory rooms, 
cramped, three bunked beds lined up with lockers at the base 
as impersonal as a barracks. She saw the stains on the walls, 
the felt the creeping sensation of fear that even now hung in 
the haunted halls. There was nothing she could point to, 
nothing she could lay her hand on that infused the place with 
such a sense of intimidated servility or looming disaster, but 
nonetheless she felt her skin crawl and her heart thud dully in 
her chest as she moved through the abandoned rooms of 
what had once been an orphanage. 

 As she touched down at the base of the stairs, she saw 
Peter open an understairs closet. 

 “In here,” he said, and she heard in his voice an echo of 
what she was feeling. 

 “I‟ll send the others in,” she said. “Don‟t do anything 
rash.” 

 Valeria reached the trio standing outside. 

 “Peter‟s found the way in, and I didn‟t run into any 
defenses,” she said. 

 Strange nodded. “Stay here with Scott,” he said. “If you 
have trouble, catch up.” 

 She shook her head. “We should leave him here, we are 
about to make whatever is waiting for us too busy to come 
after him,” she said. She made eye contact with Strange for a 
moment as they stood in the unceasing, unchanging current 
of cold wind. Strange shrugged briefly. 

 “Scott?” 

 “I‟ll be fine,” the blind man muttered. “You can‟t 
protect me anyway.” 
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 Strange, Valeria, and Illyana turned and strode into the 
abandoned orphanage. 

 They found Peter squatted over an open trapdoor. 
Wisps of an ancient stink wafted up on the cold current of 
air that came from the dank pit below. 

 Strange gestured, and a witchlight sprang from his palm. 
It floated down into the dankness, revealing a short drop to a 
root cellar. The three of them climbed down, and the light 
drifted over to one of the walls. Peter followed it, and 
opened a walk-in freezer. At the back was a gaping tunnel 
that led into the bowels of the earth. The three followed the 
witchlight as they walked down the tunnel; Peter stopped 
with a cold chill as he came to the top of the steps that led 
further down. 

 “This is where I ran into Kravinoff‟s image,” Peter said. 
He took a deep breath. “Whatever‟s down there, it was 
enough to drive him insane.” 

 “The question,” Strange mused, “is whether Kravinoff 
escaped or whether he was released.” 

 No one had anything to say to that. The three followed 
the rough stone steps down through the earthen tunnel, lit 
only by the sorcerous light. 

 Dim light grew ahead of them. They reached the end of 
the stairs, and stepped out into an open cavern. Shaped into 
the walls of the cavern were shelves, and there were 
hundreds of screens and monitors set in the spacious cave. 
Dead pale light flowed from the monitors, flickering and 
dancing into deep shadow in the cave. At the far end was a 
dais, and upon the dais a throne fashioned from 
computerized technology and stone. Low slung monitors lit 
the figure on the throne from beneath, like hi tech footlights.  

 On the throne lounged a massive manlike creature. His 
eyes blazed ruby red, his face was too pale for mere 
greasepaint to emulate his pallor. His demeanor was almost 
petulant. Black rimed his nostrils and lips and eyes. He was 
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dressed in black steel, or he was made of it; it was difficult to 
tell. Strips of the black material sprang from his shoulders 
and wove into the throne, into the dais, to the monitors and 
computers. He was smiling at them slightly. 

 “Welcome to my home,” he said in a sibilant, slithering 
voice that instantly put them on edge. Behind them, a 
massive slab of tempered steel slid across the tunnel 
entrance, sealing them in the cave. The figure on the throne 
regarded them. 

 “I will leave when I please,” he said, “but I would speak 
with the first ones in two hundred years to unravel my plans 
deeply enough to find one of my lairs. I am most impressed.” 

 Illyana and Peter glanced nervously at Strange. All of 
them felt the tremendous menace that flowed from the 
passive man on the dais, even though there was no overt 
threat or obvious reason to feel the creeping fear that seeped 
through their guts. 

 Strange knew why. 

 His jaw was set. He felt the evil of the creature before 
him, recognized the full stink that left only whiffs of itself at 
the back end of too many plots. This monster had worked 
himself into the background so thoroughly he was simply a 
part of the world. 

 “Let us speak awhile,” the creature on the throne said 
with a sadistic smile. 

* 

 “Okay, dis is stoopid,” Remy growled as he kicked at the 
gravel on the shoulder of the two lane road. The five hooded 
and cowled ninja stood in the morning sunlight of the 
abandoned strip, their van parked behind them. All around 
there was nothing but road, fencing, and cornfields. “We 
been driving up and down dis stretch of road for close to 
twenty minute, not find a ting. Why we parking here?” 
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 Elektra stood on the shoulder of the road, her fists 
planted on her hips, staring at the field intently. She sensed 
through her link with Illyana. “Here,” she murmured. 
“Illyana is through here. Help me, Stick.” 

 “Down that road?” Stick asked. 

 “Dere is no road,” Remy snapped. 

 “Ah,” Stick said. “A road that I can see that you can‟t. 
We‟re on the right track.” 

 Without even meaning to, Illyana had led the ninja to 
the orphanage. They closed their eyes, followed Stick, and 
vanished into a cornfield. 

 Time passed uncounted, then Stick stopped. The others 
stopped as well, opening their eyes. A strange wind blew 
across them, steady and unceasing and chill. Stick turned to 
the others. 

 “This is what you were trained for,” he said simply. 
“You may die here. This is the one I have prepared you to 
kill. Give it everything you have; if ever in your lives there 
was a time to hold nothing back, this is it. Do not mind 
dying; you may succeed where no one yet has. Are you with 
me?” 

 They nodded, and so did he. “Good,” he said. “Let‟s 
go.” 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 “Who are you?” Strange asked. 

 The figure lounging on the throne chuckled. “I am 
Essex, if you must have a name. I am the infamous Dark 
Lord you‟ve heard so much about. I sense each of you has a 
question on your heart. I will answer your questions,” he said 
with a wicked smile that triggered every instinctive alarm his 
guests had. “I find that answering questions leads inevitably 
to more questions, but never to satisfaction. I count on it. I 
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thrive on questions. It is too soon to fight, I haven‟t had a 
good conversation in ages.” He settled back on the throne 
with a content sigh. “You may begin, Strange.” 

 “What are you trying to accomplish?” Strange asked. 

 “Ruling the world, as simple and mundane as that may 
be,” Essex replied with a derisive curl of his lips. “Not as a 
figurehead or centralized figure myself, of course. From the 
shadows, as it has always been. Primus was going to be 
emperor of the world, long lived and powerful and free to 
move in sunlight. Instead he chooses to be a cripple and a 
beggar.” Essex shrugged elaborately. 

“We all have decisions to make. Alex was to make 
him stronger by opposing him, so Primus could destroy him 
or keep him around to as a sharpening stone. But Primus 
couldn‟t even kill his brother,” Essex said, shaking his head. 

 He smiled at Strange. “You‟re familiar with the method, 
I observed the Ancient One honing you with Mordo. Just as 
Mordo was furiously jealous and bitter, so too was Alex. 
However, you overcame Mordo. Scott lacked the skill and 
the nerve.” 

 “Not exactly the same,” Strange said, unsettled. 

 “No?” Essex replied, his face an amused question. 
“Have it your way. At any rate, Primus regressed to Scott 
Summers and turns now to patricide. Very sad, but 
predictable too. Scott always did take the more subtle and 
esoteric route; research, the Illuminati, the Parapsychological 
Studies Institute, the Hellfire Club Inner Council, half a 
dozen other projects and countless contacts. Not like Alex, 
Secundus. And he never developed a taste for blood.”  

 Essex smiled. “Alex was more one for the violent angle. 
He built the Project under the guise of International 
Operations. Both of the brothers served me, of course. For 
my task was, and is, to unbalance the status quo; not enough 
to attract the likes of you, naturally,” he said with a nod to 
Strange, “but to do it by unstoppably subtle degrees beneath 
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Prime‟s notice until it is irreversible. To that end, I have been 
releasing demons and monsters. Alex‟s orders were ever to 
make unstable and dangerous people with the Project, then 
accidentally allow them to get free and keep them hunted 
enough to be desperate.” Essex chuckled. 

“He did that fairly well. To name a few, he let 
Creed roam and released Logan and now Wilson is out there, 
Forge and Cable, Remy,” he continued, enumerating them 
thoughtfully on his fingers, “and about a half dozen others 
you don‟t need to know about. As for Scott, Primus, he 
tended to go the scientific and mystical route to creating 
those who were different and unbalanced, kinder ways of 
unleashing their dangers on the world. Backlash of the Inner 
Council‟s plots, that sort of thing. An example; Alex‟s Project 
got Elizabeth Braddock and trained her to be a bloodhound 
to track people. She was repulsed by the horror of their 
methods, so she escaped. Later, she joined the Institute, and 
they wiped her mind and taught her the skills of a ninja, filled 
her with rage, and let her escape. It was part of Xavier‟s plan 
to have Braddock lure Elektra back to seal their bargain with 
the ninja clan of the Hand. As it was, ninja were running wild 
for a time,” he said with a nostalgic smile. 
 “Why?” Strange asked. “Why are you doing this? Love 
of chaos?” 

 “Oho,” Essex chuckled. “I do not love chaos. It is 
merely a tool. No, when I am finished there will be order. In 
creating powerful people with no emotional cushions, 
releasing them into public life, the world is made to be more 
dangerous. Peter knows all about that.” Essex smiled 
patronizingly at the spider ghost. “He‟s stopped many an 
interesting conflict before it could really get going. I needed 
monsters, lots of them, before I could rule the world.” 

 “People will not let themselves be conquered by beasts,” 
Valeria said clearly. 

 Essex chuckled, trying to be polite and not laugh in her 
face. “How charming,” he said. “You are right, of course. To 
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try to take people‟s rights from them, you must be ready to 
kill most of the people. But instead to strike at them through 
their rights, to show them how dangerous it is to be free… 
why, once you‟ve taught them the perils of freedom they will 
beg for walls and call it protection instead of oppression. 
Teach them the safety of confinement and they will stream 
into your lightless coffins for the living. Tell them they must 
allow one another to be free and they will beg to surrender 
their rights if only to restrain their more bold cousins.” 
Essex‟s smile reeked of cruelty. 

 “So you make the world full of fear and then quell that 
fear,” Strange prompted. 

 “Precisely,” Essex nodded. “If my organization can 
provide unmatched protection at an unmatched cost, the 
weak will flock to my banner. And then it will be simple 
enough to dispose of enough monsters, keeping a few 
around to remind the less spineless of the price of straying 
out from under the protection of the strong.” 

 Valeria quivered with fury. “I have lived in a world just 
like the one you speak of,” she gritted out. “They were thrust 
into that world by a disaster and they struggled to survive. 
But to make that your dream… to plot and plan to bring 
such a world about…” 

 In that moment, she felt a sudden clarity. She realized 
for the first time how deeply different her world was from 
this one. For the first time, she saw the world she had left 
and the world she had entered, and she chose without 
qualification the world of questions and painful freedoms. 
Even if that freedom led to heartbreak. Essex slowly smiled, 
his black teeth highlighted against pale gums. 

 “Time is on my side,” he said. “Technology and 
paranoia are both improving all the time. I feel that in forty 
years or so everything will be primed if I use that time to 
insinuate my agents once more, rebuild all I have lost. When 
the time comes, I will be in readiness. This time, you lot and 
Stark and a handful of others blocked my every turn, for I 
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moved too swiftly. No matter. I will vanish, and your 
children or grand children or great grand children will have 
to deal with me.” He chuckled. “I have all the time in the 
world, and it is turning in my direction. I cannot lose. You 
can, at most, delay me for a few decades.” 

 “I don‟t want to live in your world,” Illyana snapped 
unsteadily. 

 “Hm,” Essex murmured, distracted. “More guests to the 
party. All is still well.” 

 Strange‟s eyes narrowed. “Valeria. Check on Scott.” 

 She nodded, and vanished at superspeed. 

 Essex turned his crimson gaze on Illyana. “You wish to 
know about your grandfather,” he said as she visibly paled. 
He chuckled. “Very well. He was a lovely man, a master of 
monster making. He was Russian, chased out of his country 
by fearful peasants who learned the hard way what he was 
capable of. He found his way to the Nazis when the time was 
right, and he strove to bring about the end of the world in 
darkness and chill and flame. All those in his bloodline carry 
the taint of what he did to himself in his efforts. The 
Russians, bless their naive souls, thought they slew him.” 

Essex shook his head in mock sadness. “The KGB 
knew enough about what happened that when they were 
formed, they infected his entire bloodline with Tymaz Nine. 
The Second Directorate, the division in charge of internal 
affairs, made it a point to prime your family for assassination 
if need be. So if any of you followed in your grandfather‟s 
footsteps they‟d have an easier time executing you.” Essex 
watched her for a moment as she glanced nervously at 
Strange. Strange seemed oblivious. 

“When Rasputin escaped, Belasco came looking for 
him,” Essex continued, and Illyana stared into his eyes. She 
felt bloodless under his stare. Essex smiled. “Belasco and 
Rasputin had a deal, you see. Or maybe you don‟t see.” He 
shrugged. “It doesn‟t matter. But the really fabulous question 
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is, why did your Tymaz Nine activate? Was it truly an 
accident? Or did you do something to betray your potential? 
Were you being watched all those years, or did someone find 
you purposefully? I do love questions.” 

 Illyana was trembling, white to the lips, unwelcome ideas 
beginning to swirl in her mind half formed. “Stop it,” she 
said breathlessly. 

 “Leave her alone,” Peter said, stepping forward. 

 Essex moved his chill stare to Peter, who took half a 
step back. “Ah yes, Peter Parker. What is it you can‟t 
remember?” he murmured. “You were fourteen years old,” 
he prompted. “August of ninety three. Such a sad funeral. 
Such a tormented lad. Do you know why you are driven to 
be a hero?” Essex asked as he leaned forward in his throne, 
his fingers interlaced. His smile lodged itself in Peter‟s 
nightmares as he struggled against the unearthing of the 
secret Essex prodded. 

 “Stop it,” Peter said. “Shut up.” Rage sang in his blood, 
but it was not his rage; the spider ghost desperately threw 
itself against a door in the back of his mind that had been 
shut for a long, long time. Cold fear trickled in Peter‟s blood. 

 No more     don’t want to hear this     don’t want to talk about 
this    no more   dithered the spider ghost in the back of Peter‟s 
mind, like the tuneless hum of the wind through cables. 

 “It was an accident,” Essex said, tasting each word 
before saying it. He leaned back in his throne. “Uncle Ben, 
another argument, you had gone off without telling anyone 
and he wanted answers. Wanted obedience. You… pushed… 
him. Harder than you meant to. Harder than you knew you 
could. The old man flew back,” Essex said, his eyes glittering 
as the door in the back of Peter‟s mind came off it‟s hinges 
and he saw memories that were his that he did not own, 
bundled in mental web cocoons. One peeled open. 

 Peter‟s eyes stared as he saw the old man in his stupid 
windbreaker, flying back with a speed too great for a fragile 
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old form to withstand; the brick wall, that sound, that sound 
that made it real, as bone snapped in its meat, slamming off 
the immobile wall.  

 “You killed your uncle,” Essex purred, “the closest thing 
you ever had to a father. In a fit of rage. And Peter Parker 
could not bear it. So he retreated, and the spider ghost did 
what must be done. Beat the old man‟s head in with a pipe. 
Took his wallet. And let Peter Parker forget, exonerated.” 

 Peter swooned on his feet as he felt the memories thud 
into his mind; in prying open ancient cocoons he found the 
tiny skeletons of memories the spider ghost had long since 
hidden where he would never, ever find them. Hot liquid 
shame splashed through him, leaving his knees weak and his 
tongue foul-tasting; he wanted to die. He wanted Essex to be 
lying. But the truth blazed, a glowing iron searing a brand on 
his mind of one simple action he would never be able to take 
back. Peter stumbled as he thought of Aunt May; how could 
he face her again? 

 “Questions,” Essex said, snuggling back so his steel 
rasped on his throne. “I love questions and their answers and 
the questions beneath the answers. Don‟t you?” 

* 

 Valeria squared off with the five hooded figures. “Leave 
now or be killed,” she said, her voice merciless as her eyes 
flexed slightly, a pinhole of brilliant energy shining deep in 
her pupils, ready to be unleashed. 

 “We are not the Hand,” one of the five said, stepping 
forward and pulling her hood off. Valeria gasped. 

 “Silent?” she said. 

 “Trust me,” Elektra nodded. “We are here to help.” 

 The shortest ninja stepped forward. “Where are the 
others?” he asked. 
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 “Down beneath the building,” Valeria said, her hair 
whipping in the unnaturally steady wind. 

 “Bring him,” Stick said, nodding at Scott. “We must go 
there immediately. There may be time for us to save Strange 
and trap the enemy.” 

 Valeria hesitated, but only for a moment. 

 “Come on, Scott,” she said. “Let‟s back Strange up.” 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 Illyana blinked, feeling a flash of the flurry of ninja 
above, entering the house. She glanced at Strange, who 
looked bemused. She let her astral form drift just slightly out 
of the back of her head, like a runner leading off a base. 

 Her surroundings rippled and coursed with undead 
energies, smearing across her astral form. Strange too was 
just out of his form, close enough to snap back in with the 
foretaste of a thought. He glanced over at Illyana. 

 “Can you see his escapes?” Strange‟s astral form 
murmured. Illyana looked around the room again, and saw 
that each of the black silky ribbons that sprang from the 
shoulders of Essex‟s outfit was tied into an escape route. The 
entire room was like a sieve, and he was fully equipped to 
escape a hundred ways. 

 “What do we do?” Illyana said. 

 “We wait for the ninja,” Strange replied. “Then we try to 
trap him here and do battle. Better to die here than to allow 
him to pick us off at his leisure, which he‟ll do if we hurt him 
badly enough to be worthy of his notice.” 

 Essex chuckled and snapped his pale fingers, so both 
Strange and Illyana dropped fully into their bodies. 

 “As it must, our conversation ends with regrets,” Essex 
sighed. “So many secrets, and we‟re just scratching the 
surface. I know everything about all of you. It‟s so… so 
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satisfying having a little chat with you in person; sometimes I 
forget that today is the first time we have met in person. But 
alas, everyone is here now, so it‟s time to start our little 
battle.” His smile spread like a stain across his pallid face. 

 With a wrenching snapping boom, the huge steel door 
ripped out of place and whooshed up into the air in the 
middle of the cavern, bourn aloft by a slim woman with her 
fingers embedded in the slab. Scott stumbled into the room, 
oppressed by the energy that flowed through it, and shadows 
flitted behind him. They scattered into the room as Essex 
rose from his throne. 

 The shortest ninja bowed to Strange. We know the shadow 
and the dark, he said in the Silent Speech. Use us. Strange 
sensed the ninja, and with a shock he felt a familiar 
resonance from one. 

 “You,” he whispered, staring at the one with a katana on 
his back. “The host of the Shroud!” His mind whirled back 
to England, winter. 

 Meanwhile, Valeria flung the steel slab at Essex. It 
pounded into him and bounced, awkwardly tumbling 
through the air trailing shattered glass from the monitors at 
Essex‟s station. Valeria was startled to see him standing 
unaffected. She charged down and unloaded a hit on him, 
zipping with incredible speed to add momentum to the train 
wreck she unleashed on the pale man. 

 His jaw whipped to the side as her fist slammed it, but 
he was unmoved. Three of his tendrils slithered out from his 
arms and punched into her, slicing easily through her flesh. 
She let out a shaky gasp as her vitality flowed into the dark 
and pale creature before her. 

 Essex felt his eyes grow large. “Wondrous,” he breathed 
as her energy flowed into him. 

 Strange bowed his head, reaching out, resonating with 
the ninja. He focused through Stick, and he felt his mystic 
might spread across the shadows by that ninja like a paper 
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towel over holes in a sieve; then the others, and finally Blade, 
Blade who knew the shadows, who was part shadow himself. 
Blade. Strange hardened himself to what must be done, then 
he touched Blade‟s energy to the pulsing energy web of the 
place. 

 As Blade screamed, raw power flowing into him, Illyana 
sprang at Essex. 

 “Ashia Faltine!” she invoked, lashing with her hands. 
Refined flickering fire rushed from her, splitting apart and 
bursting as Essex glanced her way. He chuckled, and black 
blade ribbons like the ones in Valeria punched out of 
computer equipment by Illyana; one of them rebounded 
from her mystic soul armor, the other slid in between her hip 
and ribs. She went very pale, gasping as she doubled over in 
exquisite searing pain. 

 “Now you,” Stick murmured. He had dragged Scott 
with him, and he grasped him. Touched his chi meridians. 

 With a hoarse shout, Scott was plugged in. Scott became 
Primus. His eyes began crisping his eyelids here, in the heart 
of the web of shadows. He could not keep his eyes closed. 

 The blast tore across Essex and punched deep into the 
opposite wall. Essex spun away, startled. 

 “Goodbye,” he said with a wicked grin. “Be seeing you.” 

 He did not vanish. His eyes widened in alarm. 

 Strange dropped to one knee with the strain of holding 
each escape route separately and guardedly in his mind, 
feeling his sanity starting to creak under the strain. “Now,” 
he whispered, for the ninja instinctively knew his plan as he 
tied them together with the shadowmagics that underlay the 
undeath of the lair. 

 Under his mask, Stick smiled. 

 Valeria felt a touch on her mind, and Strange gave her 
the plan full formed before he focused the whole energy of 
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his sorcerous might on sealing Essex in the room. Valeria 
tore free, zipped across the cavern, swept up the steel plate, 
and whooped a war cry as she slashed through the air at 
Essex. Another blast from Primus tore him, bursting some 
of the steel he wore and revealing pale charred flesh beneath. 
Then Valeria slammed into him from behind, lifting him in 
the air, the vast steel door like a catcher‟s mitt as it was 
dented in a crease in the center. Valeria tucked herself, ready 
for the pain. 

 As Primus unloaded his fierce rage into Essex, the steel 
sprayed out from the hit, molten with the energies that 
blazed at it with the fury of the surface of the sun. In that 
blast were a hundred thousand missed sunrises, the laughter 
of a lover and a child, the warmth of a brother who was an 
ally against a cold world. All things that were gone, all things 
that had vanished into the web of shadows and fed this 
glutted thing at its center. 

 Valeria felt the plate giving as she pushed against 
insubstantial air to hold it against the blast, pain streaking her 
muscles. 

 The ribbons that held Essex to the earth and to his 
escapes whipped in the wind the heated steel gave off, 
twirled under the force of Primus‟s onslaught. They held, for 
they were more than physical material. Blade tumbled 
beneath Essex and swept his sword; he was one with the 
network, he was an aspect of the shadows of this place, and 
he bade them part beneath his razored blade. 

 Essex‟s scream was audible over the sound and fury of 
the blast that shoved him into the molten steel. He twisted 
clear, shimmering with heat and glowing with superheated 
metal. Springing from the plate and out the side of the blast, 
he managed to get clear and he landed gracelessly, rolling and 
popping up. His boots were intact, and his belt, fragments of 
his pants. His arms were streaked with cooling steel, his face 
a blasted horror as he gasped; ribbon fragments dangled and 
stuck out of his back. He was not recognizable. 
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 Strange held nothing back in keeping the room sealed; 
he was not aware of what was happening, so fierce was his 
determination that this thing should not escape. 

 With a whisper of cloth, Stick tumbled up to Essex and 
touched him, here; there— He left himself too open, so 
eager was he to succeed. Essex plunged a hand into his torso, 
tearing out his heart in an effortless gesture. The old man 
stumbled back, legs suddenly stupid. As the small ninja 
collapsed in a heap of cloth and meat, his students closed in. 

 Primus fell back, howling as Essex was very nearly 
disconnected from the network and excess power surged 
into him. 

 Blade went airborne, and as he dropped he rammed his 
sword through Essex. The pale creature looked at him for a 
moment, face fixed in a snarl. 

 “Thank you,” he whispered. Essex snatched Blade 
before the ninja could escape. Primus regained his feet, his 
head quivering with the energies it barely contained. Essex 
closed his eyes, and Blade knew he had half a second to earn 
his life. Not trying to strike Essex, he twisted and focused, 
and managed to slip clear of that deadly grip. He flung 
himself to the side, a bare fraction of a second in time. 

 The blast that tore from Primus burst the blind man‟s 
eyes, tore the skin of his face, seared strips of energy from 
his skin, and roared through Essex. The stone behind Essex 
was shattered, melted, thrown away as Essex bore the full 
brunt of the blast and was riven, disintegrated. 

 Just like that, the center of the web of shadows was 
plucked loose, and the strands began to drift and float as 
their tautness and purpose evaporated. Primus keeled over, 
smoking, flame flickering on his charred clothing. 

 For a moment, everything hung in space; deafened and 
shocked and unbalanced, everyone in the room simply tried 
to remember to breathe. 
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 Then the cavern trembled, thudded. “It‟s merging with 
Prime again!” Strange shouted. “Everyone out!” 

 Faced with a clear need for action, Peter sprang forward. 
He scooped up Illyana‟s heavily bleeding body and glanced 
around. Valeria had swept the still-steaming Primus into her 
arms, the four ninja darted for the exit under their own 
power. So he turned and bounded towards the exit, scooping 
up Strange and whirling up the violently shaking stairs, his 
spider senses finding him footing and propelling him 
upwards inexorably. 

 He shot up through the trapdoor with Valeria on his 
heels, and as they madly propelled themselves out the front 
door and away from the house, ninja burst through the 
windows and bounded from the porch.  

 The ninja slid over by Strange as the entire world began 
to fall apart, and with a gesture he whipped a protection 
around them. Time made no sense, motion made no sense, 
then it was over. The protection faded, and Strange looked 
around. 

 A fitful breeze washed over them as they lay on the 
ground in a cornfield, a dozen yards from the road. They saw 
that the farmhouse had collapsed into a small crater, burying 
the chamber beneath. 

 “D-did we do it?” Illyana asked, her jaw trembling and 
her face pale. A trickle of blood slid down her cheek from 
the corner of her mouth. Valeria dropped to her knees, 
gently laying Primus down. His whole body steamed in the 
chilly air. The ninja stood impassive. 

 Strange looked over at her. “We stopped him,” Strange 
said. He shook his head. “I think he was slain.” 

 “This place still feels haunted,” Peter murmured. 

 “Always will,” Strange said, closing his bloodshot eyes. 
“It is haunted. Who knows how many thousands, millions of 
lives have had their energy drawn here.” 
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 “I‟ve paid my penance,” Scott said in a quavering voice. 
“Let me die,” he begged. 

 Strange touched his shoulder, sensed his life and his 
energy and his wounds. “No,” he said simply. “You will 
live.” He eyed the blind man with the bloody sockets and the 
torn face. “There is good before you in your life,” Strange 
said quietly. “Even if you can‟t see it.” 

 “I‟ll fly him to New York,” Valeria said, exhaustion in 
her voice. “I‟ll bring him to the Sanctum.” 

 Strange nodded. “How is your wound?” 

 “I‟ve had worse,” she shrugged. The razored ribbons of 
dark energy had left slits in her body that still leaked slightly. 
“Give me some time and some sunlight and I‟ll be fine. They 
might scar, though.” 

 “Where did the ninja go?” Peter said suddenly, looking 
around. 

 “Hopefully the same place we‟ll go, once I catch my 
breath,” Illyana managed. “Home.” 

* 

 The van parked at the gas station. Remy hopped out and 
walked around to pump gas, Blade lay in the back unmoving 
and exhausted. Matt opened the side door and got out. They 
were all dressed in jeans, tee shirts, jackets. Innocuous, 
normal people. 

 “Where are you going?” Elektra asked. 

 Matt didn‟t reply, he just started walking. She slipped out 
of the van, slammed the door, jogged to catch up. “Matt, talk 
to me,” she said. 

 “I did my part,” Matt said, anger simmering under his 
voice. “I fulfilled my blood pact. I took the fight to the very 
end.” He turned to face her. “No more. I‟ve had enough of 
being a ninja. I have a life in New York that happens by day 
and I‟m long overdue there. I‟m a lawyer. This is it. This is 
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the end.” He pulled his black hood from his jacket and flung 
it to the ground. He started to turn his back. 

 “What does the mundane life have that we don‟t?” 
Elektra asked, stepping forward and touching his arm. “Is 
the day to day life of a lawyer less manipulative and shadowy 
than this life? What, is it the hours? Less distasteful work? 
Sunlight?” Her gaze bored into his sightless eyes. “Love?” 

 “I can‟t tell you, I can‟t explain,” Matt said, shaking his 
head. He turned to face her fully, and he took her hands in 
his. “I can show you,” he offered quietly. 

 A moment lasted forever between them, endlessly 
enticing to memory with the potential it held. 

 Elektra‟s half a smile seemed to be a crack in her face. 
She withdrew her hands from his. “I‟ve made peace with 
who I am now, with what I do and what I believe,” she said 
in a gentle voice that penetrated Matt and started tears in his 
blind eyes. “I think very little of your world,” she continued, 
merciless. “I am inviting you to a better place. If you must 
return to Fisk and his purchased courtrooms, then you go 
alone. Please. Please reconsider.” 

 “Elektra,” Matt said, pleading, “Stick‟s master plan was 
that I was to replace him. I can’t. Now, at last he‟s gone… My 
whole life I‟ve been like a ship, with a sail, to make my 
decisions. But Stick has always been the current under the 
bow, pushing me to places without me even knowing it 
sometimes. And that‟s gone. Don‟t you see? For the first 
time I can be my own man, I can escape the unseen currents 
that make people do things, that pull them into situations 
they don‟t understand. If I join Stick‟s world, if I follow his 
breadcrumbs…” Matt shook his head. 

 Elektra watched silently, unmoved and unhelpful. 

 Matt set his jaw. “I was a fool to think you could 
understand,” he said, almost to himself. “Goodbye,” he said, 
his voice stopping short of being cold. 
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 “Goodbye, Matthew Murdock,” Elektra said, and she 
meant it. He almost hesitated. Almost. Then he turned and 
walked away. 

 She watched him go, her eyes set and sad, braced against 
the pain that cleanly razored through her as he walked away. 
Carefully, she knelt and picked up his hood, gently brushing 
the dust from it. She held it to her face, scenting it as she 
touched it to her eyes. Then she turned and walked back to 
the van. 

 “I am sorry, ma chere,” Remy said almost seriously. He 
leaned against the van next to the gas hose that pumped into 
its huge tank. “A least you still have me,” he added with a 
rakish grin. 

 “Don‟t make this worse than it has to be,” she said 
distantly. 

 “You tink Stick be dead?” Remy asked after a moment 
as the price and volume cranked up on the pump. “ I mean, I 
kill him a couple times m‟self, and he survive it. I din rip out 
his heart, tho.” 

 “Pretend he‟s on a trip,” Silent said as she watched Matt 
walk into the convenience store. “Pretend he never plans to 
come back. Sometimes unexpected things happen. I don‟t 
expect to hear from him.” 

 “Dat seems paranoid and healthy,” Remy agreed, 
satisfied. 

 

CHAPTER FOUR 

 Tears rolled down Illyana‟s face as she sat in mute 
misery. 

 “What‟s wrong?” Strange asked softly. They sat in the 
kitchen of the Sanctum, sunlight streaming through the 
windows. 
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 “I don‟t know, dammit,” Illyana said with a sniffle. “I 
just feel… rotten, like I‟ve just lost something that I can 
never have again.” 

 “Is it about your grandfather?” Strange asked. 

 “No,” Illyana replied. “Yes?” she added uncertainly. She 
blew her nose. “I don‟t even know,” she said, putting her 
hand up to her eyes. “I‟m just really, really sad.” For some 
reason, she smelled gasoline for a moment. 

 Strange shrugged off his coat and hung it up on the coat 
rack in the entryway, then he returned to the kitchen rolling 
up his sleeves. His cuts, his bloodshot eyes, all his injuries 
had healed now that he was back on Prime. He opened the 
fridge and rummaged around for food. 

 “Did you know?” Illyana asked. She sniffled. “About my 
grandfather?” 

 Strange stood, holding eggs and cheese, onion, peppers. 
He glanced at her. “Of course I knew,” he said quietly. He 
lay everything out on the counter and readied a knife and 
cutting board. 

 Illyana blinked. “When?” 

 “When I took you on as my apprentice I did some 
checking. You‟re quite a riddle.” He looked over at her. “Are 
you happier and more complete now that you know as much 
as you know?” 

 “That‟s not the point,” she said, feeling a bit surreal. “I 
can‟t afford to be surprised like this.” 

 Strange arched an eyebrow. “Wizards are surprised all 
the time. You learn to deal with it. Consider it part of your 
training.” 

 “So… you knew… but you trained me anyway.” She 
thought that over. “Even before I saw the light.” 

 Strange put the knife down and walked over to squat in 
front of Illyana, looking up into her eyes as she sat on the 
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chair. “Illyana, my dear,” he said seriously, “it doesn‟t matter 
who your grandfather was. You have the soul of a true hero. 
Your legacy may yet have more strength than his. I want the 
very best for you. I am more interested in inspiring you than 
I am in forcing you to deal with something that you‟ve 
already left behind.” 

 Illyana stood, pulling Strange to his feet, and gave him a 
fierce hug. He smiled quietly to himself as he stroked her hair 
and she began to cry in earnest. 

 A sweetness had flowed into Illyana‟s sorrow. Strange 
wished her nothing more. 

* 

 Peter stood in his apartment. He held the mesh in his 
hands. Quietly, he folded it— 

 [Such anger in the old man‟s eyes, his feeble hands 
grabbing Peter‟s shoulders—] 

 Peter flinched. He deliberately threw the disintegrating 
mesh in the trash can, his eyes haunted. 

 “We gotta talk,” he said to the spider ghost. “About 
what we hide from me and what we don‟t hide from me. 
Because that‟s not funny. That‟s not okay.” 

 What would you have said to Aunt May if I had not handled it? 

 “That‟s my problem, not yours,” Peter said, his voice 
quaking with anger and fear and disgust and other emotions 
he could not name. A chill rippled through his bones as he 
realized he had no answer for the spider ghost‟s question. 

 Your lies are more convincing when you believe them. 

 “So now I think I‟m a hero, I think I‟ve got my life 
pretty balanced. Are you just letting me keep that impression 
in my mind to? Am I nothing more than camouflage? Was 
Kravinoff right all along?” Peter didn‟t shy away in time as 
the idea occurred to him that perhaps he wasn‟t using the 
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spider ghost. Perhaps he wasn‟t as dominant as he thought 
he was. 

 “Anything else you‟re not telling me?” Peter asked, his 
curiosity hindered by the deep fear there might be. 

 The spider ghost was silent, and Peter twitched with a 
ripple of horror. 

 “Questions and answers and questions,” he whispered 
to himself. 

 Peter thought of Mary Jane. Then he decided to carry 
the burden of his secret alone. 

* 

 Valeria landed in the park, and put Scott down. He 
shrugged his shoulders, adjusted his dark glasses, and patted 
his heavy coat down. “Hell of a ride,” he said a bit unsteadily. 
She smiled at him. 

 “Glad you enjoyed it. Did you sleep well?” 

 “Over the Appalachians, I think,” he replied with a wry 
grin.  

 Valeria hailed a taxi, and they piled in. She rattled off the 
Sanctum‟s address to the cabbie, and they merged into 
traffic. 

 “I just have a fraction of the network, just a fragment,” 
Scott said quietly. “The Primus network is almost entirely 
shattered, Alex‟s network is broken. Now that the entire web 
has pulled apart, I‟m just getting a bare trickle.” He thought 
for a moment. “I‟m happier this way,” he said firmly. “Why 
are you being so kind to me?” he asked after a moment of 
quiet. 

 Valeria looked out the window, seeing half a dim 
reflection of her face and the rest the bustling city streets of 
New York. “You are wounded,” she said, “and you can 
command great power. You are… isolated by necessary 
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sacrifices. You remind me of some of the people I admire 
more than anyone in this world,” she finished. 

 Scott didn‟t push. “Do you think Strange can help me?” 
he asked, changing the subject. 

 “Oh yes,” Valeria nodded. “He helped me. He helped 
Illyana, Banner, Parker. Dani. The list goes on and on, of 
people he‟s helped. We‟ll find you a life, Scott.” 

 She watched the world roll by outside her window; New 
York, a mighty city that needed no army or walls to protect 
itself, a city where good and evil could make their decisions 
and live with them. She felt a sudden fierce resolution that 
she would fight to protect these people, the good people and 
the bad people; she would do battle with whatever invaders 
she needed to so that humanity could choose its own course. 

 “Strange helped me find my home,” she said softly. 

* 

 Illyana relaxed on her throne, feeling the leeching 
viciousness of the mystic wound in her side draining out and 
healing as she quietly absorbed the power of Limbo. Her 
eyes were closed. So was an entire chapter of her life; she 
realized that after fighting Essex, after seeing what lay 
beneath the schemes and plots that surrounded Strange, she 
would never view any battle the same way again. And she 
found herself already wondering what lay behind Essex. 

 As the wound in her side healed, she relaxed and let 
images and relationships tumble through her mind. Silent, 
showing up after over a year of absence, with ninja to again 
protect Prime from a sinister force. The way Valeria looked 
at Scott, with that mix of admiration and pity. Strange, off 
Prime and out of his element using the keys available to open 
the lock that was otherwise beyond his power to break. She 
slowly shook her head. 
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 “Even if you can‟t see it, there‟s always hope,” she 
whispered to herself. Though she still felt the ache of loss, 
she opened her eyes. 

 Tears filled them once again. For on the edge of her 
horizon, the sun crept into view. 

 She greeted the dawning of a new day. 
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The Best Defense 
 

December 15 

 The beautiful woman stood, relaxed, and faced her class. 
Her chin length coppery hair shone in the bars of afternoon 
sun that slanted through the windows of the loft studio, 
several stories above the busy New York streets. She 
examined her class. They stood at attention, toeing the line 
that was taped on the wooden floor. 

 “As you know, I am Valeria von Doom,” she said 
firmly. She approached the woman who was standing beside 
the line of students, looking down their rank. “This is my 
assistant, Illyana Rasputin,” Valeria said. “She‟s been training 
with me for over a year, and she knows her business. When 
she instructs you, you will listen and learn.” 

 Illyana had silky blonde hair, currently woven into a 
braid behind her. She was slim, attractive, and in her mid 
twenties. Her heart shaped face belied a strength unguessed. 

 Valeria moved to look at the first student, a tall and 
gangly teen. His tightly curled hair was trimmed close to his 
scalp, and his dark complexion made his eyes seem even 
bigger. He did his best to look serious.  

 “Welcome to my class, Tyrone,” Valeria said. “Tandy,” 
she nodded to the next woman in line. Tandy was just past 
twenty, and she was classically refined but still warmly 
accessible; a painter‟s ideal model for a study in light. 

 “Mary Jane,” Valeria said with a tilt of the head as she 
deliberately continued her examination of the line of 
students. Mary Jane‟s long red hair was back in a loose bun, 
and what she lacked in refinement she more than 
compensated for with an arch gleam in her eye and a 
consummate skill in using her assets to greatest advantage. 
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She tried to look serious and focused, but her heart 
hammered nervously and her breathing was shallow. 

 “And Dani,” Valeria concluded with the last student in 
the line. The teenager she faced had an olive and aquiline 
complexion, her iridescent black hair tied back out of the 
way. She was thin and slightly clumsy. Her eyes were deep, 
perhaps oddly deep. 

 All the students wore sweats and canvas shoes. Valeria, 
having completed the inspection, faced them all. “You are 
here to learn to defend yourselves,” she said. “Some of you 
may wish to delve deeper into the art of combat. Others will 
be content to know how to deflect harm from yourself and 
others. I will teach you how not to be grappled, how not to 
be hit, and how not to be shot. Once we‟ve got the basics of 
those areas down, we‟ll move on to the part where we learn 
how to seriously hurt people.” 

 She eyed them once more. “The first step,” Valeria 
continued, “is to learn how to fall down on the ground and 
remain unhurt. This is the foundation for everything we do. 
You will begin by falling from your knees to the ground, then 
from a standing position, then from a full run. Knowing how 
to fall lays the foundation for dodging attacks, throwing 
people, and moving your chi. The most basic idea in learning 
how not to be hurt can be found in falling gracefully and 
rising swiftly none the worse for wear.” She smiled. “Shall we 
begin?” 

* 

 “That‟s the last of „em,” the lean man said, hefting the 
heavy crate onto the table. His muscles swelled and bulged 
under his tee shirt. His hair was cropped close to his head, 
white streaks at his temples blazing through his wiry auburn 
hair. He hung his thumbs in the belt loops of his jeans, 
squinting so his eye patch shifted. He looked over at the 
distracted man who typed at the console. “Which one a these 
high tech boxes is a fridge?” 
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 “Over there, Fury,” the typing man said with a jerk of 
the head. Fury leaned over and opened one of the metal 
boxes, a pleased grin spreading across his face as he pulled 
out a cold beer. 

 “Hey Forge,” he said, “next time we come to set up yet 
another clandestine observation post in New York, 
howzabout we pick a place that‟s at ground level instead of 
on the sixth floor?” 

 “This was the only available place with a view of the 
park,” Forge shrugged. “It‟s not as easy as you might think, 
arranging an apartment with a view of the park. I‟m almost 
done setting up the array; what‟s up for tomorrow?” 

 Fury dug a folded piece of notebook paper out of his 
pocket. “Lessee,” he said. “The Sentinel gets to go on a tour 
of the park, and I‟m goin ta pick up Moira from the airport. 
She‟s just getting back from that walking tour of Ireland.” He 
squinted at the paper, then folded it back up and stuffed it in 
his pocket. “Why is the Sentinel going to the park again?” 

 “Learning curve,” Forge said. “Sure, I could find a way 
to quantify and qualify the world and then enter the 
information to the learning computer before the Sentinel is 
even released. But that could take years. As it is, the Sentinel 
is a learning entity. So if I give it a chance to analyze 
materials, people, and so forth while in the park then the 
information will not pass through filters between its 
acquisition and its storage. When the Sentinel returns I can 
back up all that information to just upload into the next 
Sentinel.” 

 “Sounds energy efficient and boring as hell,” Fury 
noted. “Maybe you and Moira can catch up on what went on 
while she was gone.” 

 “You‟re here too,” Forge said with a smile. “You‟re a 
part of this, at least as much as she is.” 

 “Yeah,” Fury said, leaning back with a grin as he pulled 
out a cigar. “Don‟t know where I get the idea you two might 
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be more interested in talking to each other than me.” He hid 
his smile with his cupped hand as he lit up, then he crossed 
his arms over his chest and looked very pleased with himself. 
Forge arched an eyebrow at him, then returned his attention 
to the diagnostics. 

* 

 “See you next Saturday,” Valeria said as Tandy and 
Tyrone shrugged on their coats. 

 “Thanks a lot,” Tandy said. “That was great.” 

 “Y-yeah,” Tyrone echoed. “I‟m g-gg-gonna b-be a b-b-
bb-bodyguard,” he added with a wry grin. 

 Illyana waved to them as they left the loft. She turned to 
Dani, who was pulling her coat on. 

 “You look exhausted,” Illyana said. 

 Dani tried on a smile. “I go out on runs, but this uses a 
whole different set of muscles. I‟m on my way to a hot bath,” 
she added. “Time for a soak.” 

 “You go girl,” Illyana said, gently slugging her on the 
shoulder. “See you tomorrow.” Dani headed for the door. 

 Mary Jane approached Valeria. “Would you mind 
terribly giving Peter some instruction one on one? I mean, 
he‟s way past what we‟re doing here. He‟s really fast and 
strong and so on and so forth, but… he still can get his butt 
kicked pretty good. I was wondering if you could maybe 
teach him how to use all that speed and strength to, you 
know, not get kicked around. I may stitch straight, but I hate 
doing the first aid on him,” she sighed. 

 Valeria smiled, her eyes merry. “You get him to come 
and ask me and I‟ll do it,” she said.  

 “I have a few ideas,” Mary Jane said thoughtfully, 
something wicked glinting in her eyes. “He‟ll come and ask 
for training. Give me a week. Tops.” Her grin was arch, 
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bordering on smug. She finished bundling up in her coat. 
“Thanks for a great lesson.” 

 “No problem,” Valeria said with a small wave as the last 
of the students left. She turned to Illyana. “What do you 
think?” 

 Illyana sighed. “Tandy has good reach and grace, she‟ll 
do well. No killer instinct unearthed yet, though,” she added 
with a wry grin. “As for Tyrone, the kid is skinny as hell. And 
a wuss. Mary Jane could thrash him, I‟d put money on it. 
She‟s kinda clumsy, but she‟s got the right idea, and once she 
gets into this she‟ll be hell on wheels. I wouldn‟t be surprised 
if she wanted more training once she‟s got the basics down.” 

 “And Dani?” Valeria asked, amused. 

 “Her heart‟s not in it,” Illyana said with a shake of the 
head. “She might need motivating. So what did you think?” 

 “Sounds to me like you‟ve got it pegged pretty well,” 
Valeria nodded. “Tyrone is your project. Make him Strange‟s 
bodyguard. Teach him to give better than he takes, and take 
better than anyone would guess. Got it?” 

 “Great. Thanks. Sure I can‟t do a hundred knuckle push 
ups instead?” Illyana asked sourly. 

 “I‟m sure,” Valeria said firmly. “You can do it. The 
apprentice of the Sorcerer Supreme is up to impossible 
tasks.” 

 “Now you‟re just being spiteful,” Illyana grinned. “I‟ll 
get you for that. Want a lift home?” 

 “No,” Valeria replied thoughtfully. “I think I need to 
take a walk. See you back at the apartment.” 

 “Right,” Illyana said with a nod. She conjured up a 
stepping disk that carried her off Prime, and Valeria strolled 
over to the windows that made up one wall of the loft. She 
looked at the city, steeping in shadow as the sun sank away, 
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glittering lights flooding the darkness and rendering it a foggy 
dim. 

 Yes. Definitely time for a walk. She snapped the lights 
off on her way out, and left the loft locked and empty. 

 

 As she walked down the sidewalk, Valeria breathed 
deeply; she smelled the concrete, the hot dog vendor, the 
truck exhaust, the perfume, the swirl of leaves that fell in the 
city and never found their way out, the ash and salt and 
grime of the streets, the pizzeria. Her walk carried her 
through the urban network; she felt alive with the pulse of so 
many lives woven together. Drawn from every walk of life 
and every corner of the globe, humans found their places in 
the ecosystem of the vast concrete and steel monolith that 
was New York.  

 “This is my home,” she whispered, just to hear it. “I 
have chosen this place.” She let the idea grow on her as she 
stood unobtrusively on a street corner, watching the 
expressions on the faces of the drivers in the carpet of cars 
that flowed across the intersection. “Here, people are as free 
as it gets in this world.” She quietly thought that over as she 
listened to the snarl of car horns and shouting people, the 
frenetic swirl of city life. She felt at peace in the midst of the 
bustle. Her path was chosen. Even if people decided 
foolishly, she would help them make their own fate instead 
of watching others shape the fate of humanity for them, for 
better or for worse. 

 Evening fell into night as she wandered, unconcerned 
about getting lost. She found herself in a more downtrodden 
neighborhood. She glanced up, freed from her own thoughts, 
as she heard a sharp laugh at the end of the street. She 
stepped into the mouth of an alley to observe unseen. 

 A girl, couldn‟t be over sixteen, yelled at the older 
teenager next to her. He wore a leather jacket and jeans. He 
grabbed her rump and squeezed, then shouldered her over 
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against the wall and licked the side of her face. She pushed 
him away, annoyed, and started stamping away. He pulled 
her back, and she slapped him. He and his three friends 
laughed, and he pushed her back against the wall to get a 
kiss.  

 Valeria saw the girl‟s flirtation turn to real fear, she knew 
the shift and she knew the punks could tell the difference 
too. She didn‟t need to be a prophetess to have a sense of 
how this would end. 

 “Maybe the girl did get herself into this situation,” 
Valeria murmured, “but that doesn‟t mean she deserves this.” 
She nodded. “Make your own fates,” she said thoughtfully, 
“but that doesn‟t mean I have to stand by and let this 
happen.” 

 She focused her eyes, her inner pupil. A searing line of 
crimson heat sprang from her eyes, rebounded from a car‟s 
rearview mirror, and leaped into the seat of the amorous 
punk‟s pants. He yelped and jumped, his squawk of startled 
pain audible up and down the street. He stumbled back, 
gripping his butt with both hands. 

 The others were looking around cautiously, a bit 
unnerved. Valeria focused again, and exhaled gently over the 
street. A chill wove deeper into the breeze, and it fitfully 
picked up around them. They looked around, their wariness 
degenerating into fear. 

 “Let‟s get outta here,” one of them said uncertainly. The 
girl saw her opportunity and bolted; they did not pursue. The 
girl ran sobbing, unsteady in her heels. 

 Valeria chuckled. “Criminals are a cowardly and 
superstitious lot,” she observed. She watched the narrowly 
escaped victim clatter down the sidewalk, and her eyes grew 
thoughtful. “Now it is a question of scale,” she murmured. 
“How much do I interfere? How obviously? Where does my 
responsibility begin and end? If nothing else… if nothing 
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else, the weak must be protected from the strong.” She was 
thoughtful as she continued her walk. 

 “It‟s getting late,” she reflected as she looked at the 
ornate clock on the bank building a few blocks down. “I 
should be headed…home.” She smiled at the idea. 

 

December 16 

 Sunday morning was brilliant and clear. Illyana and 
Valeria jogged off the path in the park, and Illyana twirled a 
Frisbee. They were bundled up against the chilly wind. 

 “Here‟s the deal,” she said. “If I win, then all is well with 
the world. If you win, then we go play in my court. Got it?” 

 “You are such a spoiled brat,” Valeria grinned. “What 
do you know about flying, anyway?” 

 “Ooh,” Illyana playfully winced. “Bring it on, sister. 
Let‟s see what kind of arm you got to back up that mouth of 
yours.” She flung the Frisbee, and Valeria was off and 
running, bounding, catching it. 

 “Yeah, catch it in your teeth and I‟ll be impressed,” 
Illyana said, crouching slightly, then springing off as Valeria 
let the Frisbee glide through the air over the park. Illyana was 
in hot pursuit. 

 Valeria looked around, but the only people nearby were 
a few joggers and an old woman wearing multiple coats 
sitting on the park bench feeding the pigeons. Valeria smiled 
to herself as the plastic disk whirled back towards her, then 
caught the wind, curved to the side, and raced away. Valeria 
chased it, feeling the morning sun soaking into her. It was a 
good day to be out. A good day to be on Prime. 

* 

 Forge focused on the sub-analysis reaction protocol, 
thoroughly absorbed in his work. Fury squinted, then swore.  
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 “Forge, you gotta rewrite the density analysis program. 
It‟s plumb screwed up.” 

 Forge sighed as he turned from his work. “Why?” 

 “You look,” Fury said with a gesture at the monitor. 
Forge sighed and leaned over to check the readings. His eyes 
widened. “That‟s not possible,” he said. 

 “Exactly,” Fury said with a satisfied nod. 

 Forge checked the holographic readout; the Sentinel was 
innocuous, unlikely to be noticed. It was a bag lady, sitting 
on a bench feeding pigeons. Two young women were playing 
Frisbee in front of the Sentinel. One of them… 

 “Denser than steel?” Forge murmured. “Then she‟d be 
ankle deep in the ground, with those little feet to hold her 
up.” His fingers flew on the keyboard, initiating a gravity 
scan through the remote link. The Sentinel complied, and 
Forge studied the readouts. “This is wild,” he murmured to 
himself. “That woman actually weighs a hundred and twenty 
two pounds, though she‟s denser than steel. She has… 
ribbons of antigrav woven through her flesh or something… 
look at that structure, Fury. With the fluctuations in her 
immediate area… do you think she could fly?” he asked 
awed. 

 “Don‟t ask me, I just work here,” Fury muttered darkly. 
“Do you think somebody‟s baiting you?” 

 “Impossible,” Forge said, his face numb. “Nobody 
knows we‟re here, and this is a lot of trouble to go to.” He 
leaned back in his chair, rubbing his face. Then he clattered a 
command into the Sentinel‟s keyboard. “Watch her,” he 
murmured under his breath. “Do not let this anomaly out of 
your sight.” He watched the laughing woman‟s image, 
touched it gently. “She‟s beautiful,” he said. 

 “But what is she?” Fury asked, unmoved. 
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 “We‟ll find out,” Forge said as a smile grew across his 
face. “We will find out…” He turned to Fury. “Isn‟t Moira 
getting in about now?” 

 Fury glanced at the clock. “I got twenty minutes,” he 
said. He shrugged. “Okay, I‟ll go get her. Be back in less than 
an hour, don‟t let that thing catch you,” he said pointing at 
the gravitic anomaly. 

 “Yes sir,” Forge grinned. Fury pretended to scowl at 
him, then left. 

 Forge returned his attention to the enchanting scientific 
impossibility before him. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 Valeria hesitated, then tossed the Frisbee. A cold ripple 
had run up, then down her spine. She realized the difference 
between the feeling of being watched, and the feeling of 
being scanned… Her eyes flexed, and she looked through her 
surroundings. Nothing going on by the gazebo, nothing in 
that grove of trees, nothing—she gasped as she saw the 
ghostly image of a hologram over black armor that sat on the 
park bench. The old woman feeding the birds was a 
holographic projection over a suit of armor! 

 Realizing the cover was blown, the black armor leaped 
to its feet and sprinted away, moving with odd gliding 
bounds. It was strong enough to jump faster than it could 
run, strides longer than its legs. The old woman hologram 
was still on, and she bounded with her scarves whipping in 
the wind behind her. Valeria was after her, not running fast 
enough to blow her cover, but not left behind either. Out of 
the corner of her eye she saw a stepping disk.  

 With a grin, she concentrated on her running; in New 
York, such things happening in the park would draw little 
comment. She put on an extra burst of speed. 
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 Illyana stuck her foot on the edge of one of the building 
facades along the street, leaning her elbows on her knee and 
watching the chase below. “Weird,” she muttered. Then she 
gestured, and a stepping disk swept around the old lady— 

 Instantaneous energy calibrations were stymied by the 
wash of eldritch light, but the countermeasure pulse 
emulated it as closely as possible as the force fields tripled 
their output, enough to even ward off instant disintegration. 
The pale disk winked out, and the Sentinel kept running. 

 The feedback pulse slammed Illyana, knocking her 
unconscious at once. Limp, she fell forward and toppled off 
the building. 

 Out of the corner of her eye, Valeria saw Illyana fall. 
Gritting her teeth, she whirled up into the air and zipped 
across the street several stories up, caught Illyana, and 
swooped to a halt on the rooftop. Illyana stirred and 
twitched. Valeria narrowed her eyes. That had happened to 
Illyana before, when she tried to teleport a portal. What was 
the thing she was chasing? 

 She took to the air again, scanning through things and 
people as she flew high enough over the city to evade notice.  

 Valeria saw a man in a suit cleanly dive into the river. 
She focused on him, visually peeling the water away and 
seeing right through the suit to the armor beneath. 

 “Diving underwater is a strange move for armor,” she 
muttered, then she dove after him, a streak of kinetic force 
that blasted through the surface and plowed into the armor. 

 They spun apart in the murky depths, already below 
where visible light could reach. The armor flexed, and a sonic 
drill pierced Valeria. Her bones thrummed with the force of 
it, and a human‟s chest would be full of splinters where their 
ribs and spine had been. She was shocked breathless as pure 
sound shook her with pain. Her eyes focused, and a red line 
sliced through the water and whipped into the dark armor‟s 
neck, shearing the head half off. 
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 The armor‟s force field adjusted frequency, and her eye 
beams were diffused enough to send sparks spraying from 
the armor but do very little real damage. Before it could 
adjust further, Valeria cut through the water with inhuman 
speed and thrust her fist into the chest of the armor, using 
the water as something to push against so her whole body 
was behind the punch. 

 The armor slid back through the water like a bulky 
misshapen torpedo warhead, and Valeria streaked after it and 
clocked it with another punch. There was a peculiar give to 
its tensile strength, and Valeria knew that while she was 
breaking plates there was something underneath absorbing 
the shock of the blow. 

 She narrowed her eyes. Fine. And with that she streaked 
at it and slammed a heavy punch into the thing that nearly 
tore it in two. 

 Valeria frowned. As the thing whipped back through the 
water, long tendrils of some peculiar black fabric were 
spinning out of it then falling to dust in the water. She 
wondered what that was about.  

 The sundered armor raised its hands, as if in 
supplication. With a start, Valeria thought back over the 
battle and realized this thing had not attacked her until she 
had chased it into the river. She hesitated. 

 The hands spat something that crackled in the water, 
flashing and flaring. Valeria only had a moment to wonder 
what it was before she screamed; the molecular acid washed 
across her face and chest, burning into her hair, sizzling in 
her eyes, and flashing pain through her mouth and throat. 
Instinct took over, and she darted away from the acid, out of 
the river, up into the sky in one clean arc. She could hear her 
flesh sizzling, and a pocket of acid popped on her face as she 
whirled up over the city then hesitated, wildly brushing at her 
face with her hands, acid burning her hands. 
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 Valeria unsteadily flew over to a skyscraper, afraid of 
what she might see in its mirrored surface. She landed on a 
window washer‟s rig, and peered at herself. The damage was 
only superficial; she had rashes and bleeding pits on her face, 
but it wasn‟t much worse than a bad case of acne. She could 
see, even if her eyes swarmed with pain and were still 
bloodshot. Already she felt the sun on her shoulders. She 
knew she could withstand this, and heal. Her hair was a 
ragged mess, her ears hurt abominably. 

 She looked back at the river, then she looked over the 
rooftops. Illyana or the armor… She drifted up into the air, 
and quickly whipped over to Illyana‟s rooftop and dropped, 
landing gently. Illyana was propped up on one elbow, a hand 
pressed against her wincing face. 

 “You look like I feel,” Illyana said to Valeria. “What the 
hell happened?” 

 “Some kind of acid,” Valeria said sourly. “After a sonic 
attack. That thing is tricked out. We tussled in the river.” 

 “We‟ll see how resistant it is to pollution,” Illyana said. 
“That‟ll learn „im.” She shook her head. “Whatever it was, it 
didn‟t seem magical. That‟s why I tried to „port it, but 
somehow it simulated a portal or something and threw me for 
a loop.” She shook her head. “After Nebraska, I‟m looking 
for monster makers in every shadow. I‟m getting paranoid 
that my famous grandfather is behind everything, and he‟s 
supposed to be dead. What‟s going to happen to me if I run 
across a living arch nemesis?” She sighed. 

 “What about your parents?” Valeria asked. “If you and 
your grandfather are so formidable, what happened to the 
generation in between?” 

 “You know, you‟re the first person to ask me that?” 
Illyana said, a trace of bitterness in her voice. “Logan doesn‟t 
really want to know, and Strange probably got the lowdown a 
year ago. I talked to Piotr in those giddy days when we first 
found out we were brother and sister.” Illyana swallowed 
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hard and looked down at the street, out across the buildings. 
“My parents were farmers, and they tried to keep their heads 
down and avoid notice. They survived the Soviet Union, but 
in the aftermath, they got too desperate and borrowed a little 
money. Crops failed, they couldn‟t pay it back. So one of the 
crime syndicates had my parents killed. Executed by ignorant 
mobsters because they missed a couple payments.” She 
shook her head, sniffing and rubbing at her eye with her fist. 

 “I thought about getting revenge, early on,” she 
continued, still not looking at Valeria. “Seemed pointless, 
though. I mean, I could kill them for killing my parents, but 
it wouldn‟t mean anything to them. They wouldn‟t learn 
anything, and their cronies wouldn‟t either. It just felt… 
hopeless. So I stayed here and I try not to think about it.” 
She shrugged. “I‟m sure it would be different if I had seen 
them in the last twenty years.” 

 “Fair enough,” Valeria said, scanning the skyline, unsure 
about whether she was sorry she asked. 

 “Okay, since we‟re having this touchy feely girl 
moment,” Illyana said with the ghost of a smile, “what about 
your family?” 

 “Doom was my family,” Valeria said softly. “My first 
reliable memory, I was shackled to a wall watching a man be 
tortured to death over and over again, with the mad laughter 
of a cruel god echoing in the background. Doom saved me, 
crossed time and space for me, then gave me the gift of 
knowledge, the gift of will, and the gift of place. Then my 
world fell apart, and… Strange saved me and brought me 
here.” Valeria looked out over the city; it seemed easier to 
gaze at its impersonal face than to see what Illyana thought 
of that. She closed her eyes and let the blazing sun soak into 
her wounded face. 

 “You miss it, don‟t you,” Illyana said. 

 “No,” Valeria replied. “I used to miss it. For me, like for 
you, Nebraska changed things. I realized that for all the 
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safety Doom‟s subjects had, trading all their freedom for his 
protection, they were just slaves. I think Doom bloated on 
the power they put in his hands. I think… after seeing the 
vision the Dark Lord had for the world, I finally understand 
the true value of freedom and the sacrifices it requires. The 
arrogance of the presumption to rule. I am proud to be in a 
world that is protected by people like Strange, and even by 
people like Parker.” 

 “Yeah, and by goaty demon sorceresses with glass jaws,” 
Illyana said wryly. “Enough pontificating. We gonna nail this 
thing or what?” 

 “Paint the target,” Valeria smiled. “Should we go to 
Limbo to scry?” 

 “Er, no, there‟s a snag,” Illyana said. “I can scry for the 
bag lady. But it was a hologram, I didn‟t mark the target 
mystically, and I never saw what was beneath. A couple of 
spells when we were chasing it could have saved us a lot of 
confusion now, but I got cocky and figured we‟d work it out 
in Limbo. Oops.” 

 “Right,” Valeria said. “Maybe I can pick up the trail.” 
She focused her eyes, testing her vision, and as she tried to 
see through the roofing at her feet her eyes lit up in white 
hot pain and she staggered back. 

 “Ow,” she managed. “Not quite over the acid.” She 
blinked rapidly, tears streaming from her burned eyes. 

 “There is another way,” Illyana said slowly. “I could 
look for this critter in astral form.” 

 Valeria frowned and said nothing. Illyana sat cross 
legged. “Hokay,” she said. “Keep an eye on my body, I won‟t 
be here to defend it.” She took a couple deep breaths. “Now, 
by the Vishanti, we shall see what we shall see.” She leaned 
her head back, drawing her will together, and focused. 
Valeria noticed only the most subtle change in her breathing 
and heartbeat as Illyana had an out-of-body experience. 



 

172 

 Illyana lifted from her body, immediately jostled by 
spirits and souls and dreams that packed into the astral space 
of New York. Far too many people lived in one place, and 
their lives overlapped in tiny spaces. Illyana was not 
accustomed to going astral on Prime; the raw impact of so 
much spiritual detritus was breathtaking, a dull roar she had 
only heard the echoes of when practicing in Strange‟s well-
defended Sanctum. 

 She was undaunted. Focusing her mind, she wallowed a 
bit in the astral tide, then swooped over the river and then 
down into it, feeling no shift as her astral form slid beneath 
the turbulent surface. 

 She checked her progress with a flash of panic as the 
blunt nose of a vast and ancient river spirit lifted to her, 
stirred by her approach. It had once been strong and 
beautiful, but now it was riddled with cancer, corrupted, vile 
as it curled around the city of New York and suffered, unable 
to escape. 

 “I come in peace,” she said. “I seek only to follow a 
living machine that was here not long ago.” 

 The spirit did not speak to her, but she felt herself 
shunted to the edge of the water. Black dust swirled over the 
water from what looked like an ashpile on the concrete dock. 
Illyana lifted, searching. 

 There. 

 She caught up to the anomaly with the speed of thought. 
A black shape jostling through the crowd, a shape with an 
outline but no astral presence, a thing sparkling with energy 
and peculiar jolts of almost synaptic reactions. 

 “Take me to your leader,” Illyana said with a slightly 
vicious smile, feeling her concentration tremble slightly at the 
effort of holding her astral form. She could hold. She had to. 

* 
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 Forge watched the monitor dispassionately as the 
Sentinel staggered into an alley. The Sentinel touched a 
battered dumpster. The transmode virus triggered, sweeping 
through the dumpster and transforming it into techno 
organic mesh. Then the Sentinel drained it, and the dumpster 
fell to dust. Forge checked the readings. Nearly full power. 
That was good, as the nanotech repairs were continuing 
apace. That… that creature had almost ripped the Sentinel in 
half with her bare hands. 

 Another monitor was frozen on a screenshot from the 
Sentinel‟s perspective; lovely and vicious, her hair swirling 
around her, knuckles clenched and ready to batter down with 
unstoppable force. Thirty feet below the surface of the river. 
Forge touched the screen. “Who are you?” he whispered. 
“What are you?” 

 He turned his attention to the readouts. Shook his head. 
“That‟s an impossible amount of kinetic force,” he 
murmured to himself. He checked the specs on the field 
generators in the Sentinel. “I don‟t want to juice those up 
more,” he mused. Angle. Only option, toy with the reflexive 
field angles. Deflect that incredible refined power. 

 “You‟d think,” Forge muttered, “kinetic energy would 
be the easiest to disperse. But no. No frequency to it, no 
refraction index, just material to stop it.” He shook his head. 
“Fine. We‟ll still deal with that. And now we know molecular 
acid is a real poke in the eye,” he muttered as his fingers 
clattered on the keyboard, reconfiguring certain systems. He 
glanced at a readout of the Sentinel‟s internal activity, saw it 
also running tests on itself and reproducing more molecular 
acid. He blinked, realizing the Sentinel was adjusting its force 
field systems and its holographic projectors, integrating them 
to create a refractive hologram that could fool even ultra-
spectrum scans. 

 “That‟s my boy,” he said proudly. Then an alarm pinged, 
and he glanced at a screen that showed Fury and Moira 
coming in the lobby of the apartment building. He smiled 
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warmly, and reset the digital feed so he could show them the 
tremendous battle they had missed. As they headed up the 
stairs, observed by Forge‟s tiny concealed cameras, the 
Sentinel reached the back door and headed up after them. 
Forge snuggled back in the chair, eyes bright with mischief, 
and he watched the resulting scene. 

 

 “The flight was as good as could be expected,” Moira 
shrugged, her accent a bit thicker than it had been before she 
visited Ireland once more. “They‟re too cheap for peanuts 
these days,” she added with a wry grin. 

 “Where‟s yer sense of wonder?” Fury teased. “They 
shoot you across an ocean and you whine about no peanuts.” 

 “Scuse me,” called the man who was following them up 
the stairs. “Got a minute?” He was wearing a cheap suit, a 
striped tie, he had a bad haircut and a square jaw and very 
earnest eyes. “Just need to know if you are in fact Nicholas 
Fury and Moira McTaggart.” 

 “Nope, sorry,” Fury said with a shrug. “I‟m Hank 
Albertson and this here‟s my good friend Melba Tune. Who 
are you?” 

 “Too late for that, don‟t you think?” the young man 
smirked. “You‟ll never make it to that ankle holster in time.” 

 There was a tense moment between them. 

 “You are a scamp,” Moira said suddenly. “Bad Sentinel. 
Shouldn‟t tease,” she added earnestly. 

 “Wha?” Fury said with a blink as the hologram shifted 
to a bag lady, pointing an intimidating look at him. “Oh, I‟m 
gonna kill you. Or Forge. Maybe Forge first.” 

 “Can‟t allow it, sonny,” creaked the grandmother. 

 “Signs of humor. The Sentinel really is becoming its 
own life form,” Moira said with wonder. “See how he 
doesn‟t take your threats literally?”  
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 “Thought you said this thing was bright,” Fury said 
darkly as he unlocked the door. “Forge, I‟m gonna kick yer 
pet‟s butt out the top of its head if it ever so much as thinks 
about pranking me again.” 

 “He‟s a learning machine,” Forge said, trying to conceal 
a grin. “He‟ll never do it again.” 

 The Sentinel strode over to the computer and plugged 
in, uploading all of its experience into the core system, 
backed up on the small laptop that Forge kept handy in case 
a swift escape was called for. 

 “Check this out,” Forge said, spinning and turning the 
monitor so they could see it. “What do you think of that?”  

 Fury and Moira sat down and watched the review of the 
battle with Valeria. Fury shook his head. Moira just stared. 

 “I have no idea what the hell that was,” he said. “I don‟t 
think you should provoke it, and that‟s exactly what yer 
plannin ta do.” 

 “Of course,” Forge retorted. “Look, if the Sentinel can 
beat her, then pound for pound he‟s going to be one of if not 
the best warrior on the planet, bar nothing. The power of the 
transmode matter virus lets me make more of them at good 
speed, in case he gets destroyed. And he learns, so the same 
trick doesn‟t work twice on him.” 

 “Forge,” Moira said gently, “I‟m duly impressed by what 
ye‟ve done here. Still, I canna help noticing that yuir still doin 
weapon refinement. Yeu could do this fer tha rest of yuir life, 
Forge. When is it good enough? When is it time to move 
on?” 

 Forge looked at her blankly, his jaw set. “Look,” he said, 
and the wall blew out. 

 As brick and wood and glass sprayed across the room, 
the Sentinel‟s cannons blared, disintegrating the shrapnel and 
debris before it could hurt the humans in the room. Valeria 
pounded into it like a kryptonian cannonball, but instead of 
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blasting the Sentinel through a few walls and into freefall, the 
pair were knocked through a suddenly twisting disk of energy 
wreathed in dark fire. They disappeared. 

 Forge blinked. 

 Then energy disks whipped up around him, and Fury, 
and Moira. 

 A scattering of bricks fell in the otherwise silent 
apartment. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 “Hello,” Illyana said brightly. “Let‟s play twenty 
questions.” 

 Silver armor wrapped around most of her body, and her 
legs had the recurve of goat knees. She stood firmly on 
cloven hooves, her tail whipping slowly behind her, and 
horns uncurled from her forehead. Her eyes were red, her 
teeth sharp, and she was in a playful mood. She leaned on the 
crosspiece of her sword, which stood embedded point first in 
the stone beside her. She stood on a stunted spire of rock 
that gave her an elevated view of the situation. 

 Moira, Fury, and Forge went back to back, staring 
around in disbelief. They were in a loose ring of what could 
be described demons, several yards of space between them. 
Roiling tatters of flame drifted in a starry sky, and they stood 
on a hot bedrock of some sort. Valeria released the Sentinel, 
and it quickly joined the humans. Valeria stood next to 
Illyana and looked at the quartet from Prime. 

 “What do you mean to do with us?” Forge demanded. 
“Where are we?” 

 “Tell us about your spybot. Why was it following us?” 
Illyana countered. 

 Forge glared at her, feeling helpless, his heart pounding. 
“Release us or the Sentinel will destroy you both,” he said 
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heatedly, despising the feeling of weakness that crept into his 
guts. 

 “One cannot be protector and destroyer,” Illyana 
quoted. “The path of Shiva or the path of Vishnu? Would 
you have your spybot kill us and allow you to be torn to bits 
by demons?” 

 A ripple of salivating anticipation rolled through the 
ranks of those gathered. Fury couldn‟t even begin to count 
them. He was deadly pale, a heavy Colt .45 in each hand, 
waiting for it. Moira was numb with shock as she stared 
around the nightmare that surrounded them. 

 The Sentinel pushed its way to the center of the trio, 
aware in all directions at once. 

 “It comes down to self preservation,” Forge said 
bitterly. “You could order our deaths, but the Sentinel would 
kill one or both of you. It knows to do that because threat of 
lethal force is the only deterrent we have at this point.” 

 “Just cooperate, dammit,” Illyana said. “I don‟t want to 
kill anybody. But you better believe I‟ll know what‟s going on 
before any of you leave here alive.” Her voice was cold and 
certain.  

 “Tell you what,” Forge said. “A rematch. Your… 
whatever, your bodyguard, against mine. To the point of 
surrender. Like you, I don‟t want anybody to get killed. One 
on one. If I win, you send us back and leave us alone. If you 
win, then I‟ll cooperate and then you‟ll send us back. Deal?” 

 Illyana looked at Valeria, who nodded. “Deal,” Illyana 
shrugged. “Okay, spybot versus alien. Let‟s see it.” 

 The Sentinel strode out into a widening circle of 
demons, as did Valeria. They squared off, a force field 
rippling around the Sentinel as Valeria rolled her neck, letting 
vertebrae pop. Right. Her eyes still stung. Acid. Must 
remember the acid. Here, there was no sun. She would have 
to be more careful. 
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 “Fight,” Illyana said. 

 The Sentinel sprang at Valeria, cannons blazing. She 
took the hit, and was flung back to plow through ranks of 
demons. She streaked back strong, unhurt and smoking from 
the energy blasts as the Sentinel let her come, then shunted 
her aside with a plane of force that deflected most of her 
charge‟s momentum. The Sentinel still skidded back, but 
Valeria pulled up before plowing through demons on the 
other side of the impromptu ring. 

 “Conclusion,” the Sentinel said. “Opponent inhuman. 
Destruction authorized.” 

 Valeria streaked back down, jinking to the side as the 
Sentinel released a mist of molecular acid. She spun around 
behind it, and slammed a hit into the side of its knee that 
broke it. She followed with a kick as part of the same smooth 
action, hitting it in the shoulderblades so it sailed through its 
own mist of acid. The Sentinel‟s force field shunted the acid 
to the side, and the mist swirled in the Sentinel‟s wake as the 
mech landed lightly, firing miniature jets to slow itself. It 
faced off with Valeria. 

 At its feet, the ground was infected with transmode. 

 “Not a chance,” Illyana snapped coldly, closing her fist. 
The transmode rippled, and then the ground was stone once 
more. “This is my territory. You fight with what you brought 
here,” she said, unsettled and defensive. 

 Forge swallowed hard. That did not bode well for this 
fight. 

 Valeria focused her eyes to pierce the Sentinel with eye 
beams, but she staggered back a step with a small cry; her 
eyes weren‟t healed enough yet. Sensing weakness, the 
Sentinel lunged at her, to be met head on by a fist that was 
powerful enough to derail a speeding train. 

 The force fields were somewhat effective in converting 
the kinetic energy to light energy, bursting a flash that 
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blinded many demons and Valeria too, directionally oriented 
to protect the humans. Valeria gasped, and the Sentinel 
grappled with her. 

 Her flesh was warm, she was an effective mimic of 
humanity, but the Sentinel had collected enough data to be 
sure she was something else, something dangerous and 
inhuman. Transmode infected Valeria‟s arm as the Sentinel 
gripped her. 

 Valeria let out a short scream of absolute rage as the 
trickle of exquisite cold that was almost but not quite pain 
seeped rapidly into her arm. Her mystic defenses, psychic 
defenses might or might not slow it. She lashed out, at a loss 
for how else to protect herself. 

 An adult kryptonian, when enraged and fighting for her 
life and exerting full strength, can smash damn near anything 
in a moment of panic. Forge needed no instrumentation to 
tell him this. Valeria‟s fist lashed out with every ounce of her 
will, rage, and energy behind it. The Sentinel‟s head was torn 
off, a battered convex dish as she pounded it so far out of 
shape it was unidentifiable. One hit, and the Sentinel was 
decapitated. 

 She was still screaming as she stood, shoving the body 
off of her, and smashed the most powerful kick she had right 
into its chest. Leaping into the air, she caught the hurtling 
headless body in midair. She stuffed her hand down its neck 
and tore out what she found, then she ripped the body in 
half and flung it away.  

 The fight was over. 

 Valeria drifted down towards the ground, her breathing 
harsh. She dug her fingers into her arm and tore out a lump 
of flesh that had turned to techno organic mesh; the lump 
was the size of a hockey puck. She flung it away as her arm 
bled freely. Valeria touched down on the ground and closed 
her eyes, willing the hateful battle fury to subside. The fight 
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had ended. There was no need to physically dismember the 
creators of the thing she had destroyed. 

 The demons shifted uneasily, and Illyana gestured. They 
retreated, dispersing. 

 Forge sighed almost imperceptibly, raising his cybernetic 
hand and flexing it. The self destruct code was issued, and 
the remaining chunks of the Sentinel burst, so only flinders 
of metal and black dust remained. The dust sifted across the 
rock, blown in a fitful wind. 

 For a moment, the only sound was the spat of Valeria‟s 
blood slapping down on the stone. Illyana approached her as 
their guests shifted uncomfortably, feeling vulnerable. 

 “Need to get back to Prime and take care of that?” 
Illyana asked in a low voice. Valeria shook her head once. 

 “Not until we‟ve dealt with them,” she said with a nod 
towards Forge and the others. 

 “I can handle this,” Illyana said. “Are you sure?” Valeria 
simply nodded, so Illyana let her be and turned her attention 
to her guests. 

 “Well then,” she said, “that „pop‟ was your cue to be 
cooperative, I believe.” 

 “Yes,” Forge said warily. 

 “So what the hell was that?” Illyana demanded. 

 “It‟s not a spybot,” Forge said. “It‟s my personal 
bodyguard, and you just demonstrated why I built him. I am 
an inventor, and that was my invention. The reason he was in 
the park was to do density scans, so I didn‟t have to scan all 
that and upload it into him. A learning computer. And he 
was programmed to preserve human life. That‟s why he had 
so many countermeasures, so he could stun or injure or 
escape and not have to resort to killing,” he said with a 
pointed look at Valeria, who was unmoved. 
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 “If you hadn‟t built it, we wouldn‟t have come to you,” 
Illyana shrugged. “Call me the devil‟s advocate.” Her grin 
held more menace than amusement. 

 “Not much of a stretch,” Forge muttered, eyeing her 
with disapproval. “As I said, I‟m an inventor. I invent things 
that legal and illegal organizations would like to use, or 
control the use of. Because of that, unless I deny who I am 
and stop inventing things, I‟ll always be a target. Without 
protection, people like you two can just grab me and force 
me to do what you want me to do, or die.” He looked Illyana 
in the eye. “Don‟t you see? My Sentinel is a tool of freedom, 
not a weapon.” 

 “In your lifetime perhaps,” Valeria interrupted, her eyes 
cold. “While you control it. But every tool built in the name 
of freedom eventually becomes a tool of oppression. You 
may have the best of intentions in building it. The guillotine 
was invented to make a painless way to kill criminals without 
needless suffering. The nuclear bomb was built to end a 
destructive war. Perhaps when they were first introduced 
they did what they were supposed to do. But what about 
now?” she asked softly. “Do you honestly think you can 
control it once you‟ve brought it to the table and others can 
see what it can do? Even if you can, what if you‟re wrong? 
Can you afford to make a mistake on this scale? Can the 
world afford your mistake?” 

 “Ever read Frankenstein?” Illyana asked abruptly. 
“Perhaps you think you‟re doing something fantastic, but I 
think you‟re dabbling in science that‟s over your head. It‟s a 
learning computer.” She shook her head. “Didn‟t you see 
Terminator?” 

 “This isn‟t about my entertainment habits,” Forge said 
tensely. “It‟s about my personal safety and my future.” 

 Valeria and Illyana exchanged a glance. 

 “I agree this world is dangerous to those who are 
different,” Illyana said quietly. “The answer is not to build 
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globe-threatening machinery. Here.” She snapped her 
armored fingers with a metallic ring, and a business card 
appeared between her fingers. She trotted down to the group 
from her promontory and handed the card to Forge. It had 
three phone numbers. 

 “You get in a pinch,” she said seriously, “you call us. 
We‟ll come to your aid. And don‟t worry about us finding 
you. We have a talent.” 

 Moira grasped Forge‟s flesh hand. “No more 
transmode,” she said quietly. “No more techno organic 
mesh.” She squeezed his hand. “Forge, they‟re right.” 

 “Damn straight,” Fury said, his guns still in his sweating 
hands. 

 Forge frowned, then looked at the ground and thought 
it over. Slowly, his face relaxed. He looked at Illyana, almost 
mournfully. 

 “I wish you were wrong,” he said quietly. He bit his lip 
and nodded. “No more Sentinels. No more matter viruses. I 
swear it.” 

 She nodded, satisfied. “You two keep him honest,” she 
said. “My name is Illyana Rasputin, and this is Valeria von 
Doom. If you behave yourself and then get in trouble 
anyway, call us. We‟ll back you up.” She smiled. 

 “Moira McTaggart,” Moira said, extending her hand. 
“This charmer is Nick Fury, an of course Forge.” 

 “Now that we‟re all civilized an all,” Fury growled, 
“How about we get back to New York?” 

 

 A stepping disk flared, and the five of them were back in 
the trashed apartment. 

 “That‟s a neat trick you have,” Forge said, trying not to 
sound bitter. “I don‟t suppose you could help me move my 
gear, could you?” 
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 “No problem,” Illyana said. “Where you headed?” He 
turned and pulled up a gps map and pointed out a location, 
produced a picture. 

 “There‟s a semi out back that the owner lets me keep 
parked. It‟s empty right now. If you filled it with this stuff 
and put us there, I‟d be satisfied,” he said. She nodded. 

 “Let‟s get started,” she said. 

 “I‟ll help move stuff,” Fury said. “It‟s what I do.” Illyana 
nodded, and she and Fury teleported out along with the desk. 

 Forge faced Valeria as another section of equipment 
teleported out. “So what are you?” Forge asked. “Magic?” 

 “No,” Valeria said, shaking her head with a rueful smile. 
“I‟m a stranger in a strange land. I‟m learning to make it my 
home.” 

 Forge nodded, looking into her battered and bloodshot 
eyes. “I can relate,” he said quietly. He shook his head as a 
console array teleported out. “Next time we meet, I hope it‟s 
on better terms.”  

 Valeria smiled and put her hand on his shoulder for a 
moment. Then she stepped back as a stepping disk swept 
Moira and Forge out of the room along with the last of the 
equipment.  

 A glance around the empty room with the hole in the 
wall, and Valeria shook her head and smiled. She left through 
the door. 

 

 Forge, Moira, and Fury sat in a booth in the diner. 
Coffee sat before each of them. Fury sipped down some of 
his, and shook his head. 

 “Hell of a ride,” he noted.” 

 “Yep,” Forge said, tired. 
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 Moira cleared her throat. “Maybe it‟s for the best,” she 
said brightly. “Yeu could go inta medical technology.” 

 “Why not,” Forge said, rubbing his eyes. 

 Fury examined him. “Maybe you need a vacation first. 
Moira, yer a doc. Prescribe the poor man.” 

 “When he‟s right, he‟s right,” Moira noted with a smile. 

 Forge sighed deeply. Then he paused. 

 “I could build the greatest recreational vehicle of all 
time,” Forge breathed, a light sparking in the back of his 
eyes. 

 Fury and Moira exchanged a grin. 

* 

 Forge bit back tears as he punched in the code to lock 
down the control room power systems. The energy core had 
been shut down, and now he was sealing the physical 
entrances so only his code would work to open the gate. 

 He looked over at Fury as the two men stood in the 
silent room, not a tic of electricity pulsing behind its walls or 
through its expensive equipment. “Just the lab left,” he said, 
a bit hoarse. 

 “I know it‟s hard,” Fury said, looking around. “You an 
me, we had some good times here.” 

 “I might come back,” Forge shrugged. “You know, 
sometime.” 

 “The lab‟ll be here when ya need it,” Fury agreed. 
 They headed down to the laboratory level of Forge‟s 
secret base. For a long time, Forge stood before the vault 
door motionless. 

 “Moira‟s waiting in the truck,” Fury observed tactfully. 

 “Right, right,” Forge said. “This is the only place… the 
only research facility I ever worked in that was mine and 
mine alone.” 
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 Fury nodded. “Nothin like it.” 

 Forge took a deep breath and opened the lab. He walked 
in to the back, and he stood face to face with the last 
Sentinel. It stood in a transparent tube, inert. Forge took a 
deep breath. 

 “Goodbye,” he said to it. He reached out with his 
prosthetic hand and touched the tube. Then he turned away. 
Gestured. “Okay,” he managed, “the countermeasures are all 
in place. This place is sealed tight. If anyone or anything 
happens here, my cybers will pick up the signal as long as I‟m 
on Earth.” He half smiled, then realized that might not be a 
joke. He shrugged the feeling off. “Fury, you‟ve been 
around,” he said as the two men strode out of the lab and it 
sealed behind them. “Do you think Moira would like a ring 
with a real diamond, or a cool diamond I made for her?” 

 “Dumb question,” Fury grinned. “Yer the genius. Make 
her sumthin. As for me, I‟m gonna hafta back out of yer road 
trip. I gotta get back to my bar.” 

 “Really?” Forge said seriously. “You‟re sure?” 

 “Oh yeah,” Fury shrugged. “You and Moira gotta have a 
discussion. As fer me… well, you‟ve given me hope back. 
I‟m not the same man you recruited. I can‟t thank you 
enough for that. You need anything, you give me a holler, 
right?” 

 “You bet,” Forge said with a smile, eyes brimming with 
tears. 

 For a moment the two men looked at each other. Then 
Fury shrugged against the mood. “Enough a this mushy 
crap,” he said. “Let‟s get this show on the road.” 

 As they headed down the dark stairs that led to the 
loading bay, Forge cleared his throat. 

 “I need a place to plan my vacation,” he said. “Know 
any good bars in New York?” 
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 “Just so happens I know of this hole in the wall; owner‟s 
mean as the devil, but the drinks are good and there are 
never any serious fights.” He chuckled. “I‟d be honored if 
you drop in whenever,” Fury said as they approached the 
semi that was idling in the bay. 

 They left, and the facility sealed itself behind them, silent 
and empty as they drove into the brightly lit world. 

* 

 A slim, dark haired man with white streaks at his 
temples strolled into the kitchen. “Hello, Valeria,” he said, 
unruffled. 

 “Hello, Strange,” she replied. “I hope you don‟t mind 
that I dropped in.” 

 “You are always welcome,” Strange said warmly as he 
opened the fridge and glanced around. “What can I do for 
you?” 

 Valeria sighed. “I have a problem and I need your 
advice,” she said. “I was in the park playing Frisbee. Then 
this biomech scanned me and realized my density was wrong. 
I felt the probe and gave chase, since it‟s really not good for 
people to scan and run. One thing turned to another and I‟m 
missing a chunk of my arm and I had a facial of molecular 
acid. I feel like a dog who chased a skunk. I can‟t help but 
think that if my density anomaly hadn‟t been detected in the 
first place this whole episode wouldn‟t have happened.” 

 Strange smiled quietly to himself as he drew a pitcher of 
tea from the fridge and closed it. He poured himself a drink, 
allowing the moment to simmer in the air between them. 
Then he turned and sat at the table with his drink. 

 “You know,” Valeria said, her bloodshot eyes earnest. 
“Something that would help me blend in with the people I‟m 
trying to protect, give me that extra layer of protection 
against detection. I figured you might be able to help.” 
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 Strange chuckled. “I happen to have this pair of 
glasses,” he said. “When you put them on, you‟d look mortal, 
but still beautiful. Would that interest you?” 

 “Just the thing,” she said with a nod, leaning back. 
Strange sipped his tea and set it down with a sigh. “I‟ll go get 
them for you in a minute,” he said. 

 “Thank you,” she said honestly. “You know, the longer 
I‟m on Prime the more I come to value your wisdom.” She 
smiled at him experimentally. “Thank you for leaving the 
door open for me.” 

 Strange looked into her eyes. “As one chapter closes, 
another chapter opens,” he said quietly. “One thing always 
leads to another, and there are threads that connect our lives 
through and through, and then to one another. Those who 
are wise accept that. It is the nature of life. And I am now, as 
I have always been, proud to be on your side.” 

 The moment grew too serious, and Strange leaned back 
with a thoughtful look. “A bio mech, hm. I wonder if you 
could put me in touch with the creator. He could write an 
article for the Planetary on how technology is redefining the 
definition of what a living and sentient organism is.” Strange 
allowed a saturnine smile to cross his features. 

 Valeria laughed. 

* 

 Time passed. Seasons shifted. 

* 

 Lockdown didn‟t happen as the smooth steel of the 
vault door slid open. A half dozen countermeasures and 
alarms that should have gone off didn‟t. 

 A tall, foreboding figure strode into the stone room, 
stirring air that had lay still for some time. Black razor 
ribbons of steel retracted from the door array, back into his 
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shoulders. He approached a glass cylinder at the back of the 
room. 

 “What a fine base of operations, how lovely and secret,” 
hissed a sibilant whisper. Deathly pale fingers reached out to 
touch the tube that held the Sentinel. A chuckle that had no 
place in a sane world rolled from the pale man. “What a 
marvelous gift,” he murmured as a tendril of black steel 
ribbon snaked from his shoulders and slid into one of the 
computers. 

 He sat in a chair, regarding his dead white reflection and 
behind it, through the tube, the black Sentinel. “You and I 
need to get acquainted; you seem to be the perfect soldier. 
The perfect policeman. All I need now is a little time. Time to 
prepare and time to understand. Fortunately,” he added as a 
wicked smile filled his features, “I have all the time in the 
world.” 

 

 

 


