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Introduction and Foreword 

This volume begins with an exploration of family, 
revenge, and restorative justice. Much of Logan‟s 
appeal for me is bound up in his need for justice, his 
unswerving loyalty, his code of honor, and his desire 
for family. 

How does he cope with those who want to avenge 
themselves on him? How much does it matter, whether 
he deserves it or not? What will he do for revenge, 
when he is hurt deeply? How does he respond for the 
thirst for vengeance in others, when he‟s not involved? 

History gets interesting too. In a world without 
mutants, how does someone like Logan happen? How 
did he come to work with the Project? What did he do 
before he got all forgetful?  

Then, in the following story arc, we take a look at 
Strange and Valeria, two aliens who naturalized on 
Prime, and Illyana, Sorceress Supreme of another 
dimension. Digging into their past may be more 
dangerous than helpful. Can Strange be trusted? 
Valeria? Illyana, for that matter? And more importantly, 
can they protect Prime from less friendly aliens? 

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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Blood Ties 
 

PART ONE 

 

Tuesday, December 23 

 The heavy engine thudded and throbbed as it spun the 
wheels, and the mile markers rhythmically swept by. The 
landscape shifted, keeping pace with the whirling wheels, and 
the man hunched on the motorcycle let the lazy drift of land 
float around him. He was lost in the ceaseless rumble of the 
engine, shearing through the frozen air. His wild hair 
whipped and flowed behind him, and ice rimed his leather 
jacket. 

 Hunger reached a languid boil in his guts. He glanced 
down at the gas tank on the bike. Time to come up for air. 
He steered down the next exit to a huddled handful of 
buildings that clung to the interstate, like a fishing village on 
a river. Cheap motel, gas station, diner. The throaty rumble 
of the engine settled to a lower pitch as he slowed and let the 
road go on without him. He kicked out the stand and leaned 
the bike over, swinging his heavy, stiff limbs off. Ignoring the 
needling pain that swirled through him, he stretched as far as 
his short frame let him.  

 Mechanically, he twirled the gas cap out of the way, 
snatched the pump handle, slotted it in, started the flow. He 
clamped an unlit cigar between his teeth. Sniffing, he glanced 
around the fading twilight. Feed the bike, then the gut. 
Finally, the tank had enough. He clanked the handle back on 
the pump, screwed the gas tank shut, and clomped over 
towards the convenience store. Every inch of him felt stiff, 
weary.  
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 The bell jangled as the door smacked across it. The door 
drifted shut behind the short man as he trudged to the 
counter and leaned on it, ice crackling on his jacket.  

 The pimple-spattered teenager behind the register 
blinked at the biker. The wild-haired man treated him to a 
wolfish grin.  

 "Pump two," he growled, and he pulled a wad of bills 
out of his jacket and peeled a few off. "Here ya go. Diner any 
good?"  

 "Yessir," the teen said, quickly sliding him his change. 
The biker nodded, and trudged out of the store.  

 Not bothering to fire the bike up, he pushed it around 
to the diner, then headed inside. He settled himself at the 
counter and let his eyes drift unseeing across the menu 
painted on the wall. The heat lay against the cold of his flesh 
and the pockets of chill air in his jacket and jeans. He sighed. 
Once he got the deep chill, he didn't warm up in a hurry.  

 "What's yer pleasure?" the bored waitress mumbled, 
weariness written in her posture.  

 "Five burgers, everthin on em," he started. "A pot a 
coffee. Some scrambled eggs, couple orders a bacon. Lotsa 
fries."  

 "Yeah," she said, unconvinced. "Let me see yer money."  

 He pulled out the wad of bills. Her eyes brightened up 
with respect at once. "You got it," she said. "Lenny!" she 
yelled at the short order cook. "Ready for this?"  

 The biker blew on his numb, chapped hands. He slowly 
flexed them, gazing down at his purple and white flesh. Too 
long. This time he had been on the bike too long. His blood 
burned as nerves bloomed through dying flesh, pushing the 
cold back. Hunger perked up, saliva oozing into his mouth as 
the smells of the diner finally registered through his frozen 
nostrils.  
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 "Bit cold for a bike, innit?" the waitress chatted, leaning 
on the counter.  

 "Damn cold," he agreed.  

 "Got a name?" she asked, almost curious.  

 "I'm Logan." He looked at her nametag. "Betsy, huh. 
Short for Elizabeth?"  

 "Yeah," she shrugged, her lumpy uniform thoroughly 
unflattering. She eyed him. "Where you headed?"  

 "Depends on the wind," Logan muttered. She turned, 
getting coffee and putting it down in front of him. He picked 
up the chipped ceramic cup and cradled it in his hands, his 
eyes slitted as warmth seeped into his fingers. Then he sipped 
the coffee. "North sometimes. Sometimes east. North when 
it gets too cold for me. East when I'm feelin all brave."  

 "Aint that backwards?" she asked with a smile.  

 He finished the cup of coffee, slugged down another, 
then another, hardly swallowing. "More please," he muttered. 
He shook his head. "This world aint a sensible place," he 
sighed. "North I'm all by my lonesome, but east? East might 
just be where I get my heart broken."  

 "And here I thought you was runnin from the law," she 
said with a wry shrug.  

 He looked at her, then looked away. "There's worse 
things ta run from." Then the food arrived, and he was 
immersed, hardly hearing or seeing anything but the 
glistening, fatty, cholesterol-loaded wads of food that slid in 
front of him before vanishing into him.  

 Heaven.  

 It was all a blur as he finished off the food in front of 
several shocked witnesses, then paid, striding out into the 
freezing night just pulsing with warmth and life. He slung a 
leg over the bike, then paused, considering.  
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 The asphalt glittered with frost. A few dim stripes of tire 
tracks marred the pale darkness of the road as it curved 
around in front of the motel, then stretched out to touch the 
interstate, a tributary to the deeper rush of distance.  

 Logan let his eyes drift shut. He sniffed, catching whiff 
of a scent that was a thousand miles away. Just by wanting to, 
he knew the road, the exit, which turn; he could see a corner 
loft apartment, catch a glimpse of a slim form silhouetted in 
the window.  

 Places he had never been. Things he had never seen. But 
he knew nonetheless. She wanted him to. Just in case. In case 
he was ever in the neighborhood. Decided to drop by.  

 He kicked his bike to life. He knew the roads.  

 All he had to do was find his way.  

 The darkness was big enough to cover him as he roared 
out of town. Silence flowed in his wake. 

 

Friday, December 26, 2003. Christmas Eve 

 Pale sunlight slanted through the windows of the gas 
station as the tone hummed with the opening door. A short 
man scuffed in, squinted at the rack of junk food, and 
grabbed a handful of jerky strips. He leaned on the counter, 
his wild hair sweeping up from his head, and he grinned at 
the young woman behind the register. 

 “Pump five n these,” he said, pushing the jerky at her. 
He tugged a wad of bills out of his jacket and peeled a couple 
off, slapping them down. She rang him up, trying to resist a 
smile at his outrageous hair. 

 He chuckled. “I‟m on my way to see somebody, and I‟m 
hopin she‟ll be happy ta see me. Late Christmas present, 
see.” 
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 “Good luck, and merry Christmas,” the cashier replied, 
handing him his change. He nodded, then left the way he 
came in. 

 Logan took a deep breath. Evanston, Illinois. Almost 
there. He was headed for his bike when he heard the 
unmistakable sound of someone getting punched, hard, in 
the gut. Scuffle of feet, the meaty thud of someone hitting 
the ground. Logan hesitated. 

 But only for a moment. 

 Logan stepped around the corner of the gas station and 
saw four men. Two were big neckless types, arms bulging in 
their thin coats. They stood over a pudgy man who was 
balled up over his stomach on the ground, his glasses 
scattered to the side next to him. The big men were 
chuckling. Beside them, a whip-thin man with bad skin and 
greasy slicked hair looked down, disgusted, at his victim. He 
gripped his wrist and flexed the hand that was threaded 
through brass knuckles. 

 “Where‟s the money, skeeve,” he said. “You‟re behind,” 
he added distinctly. “That‟s not good. You weren‟t leaving 
town, were you? You couldn‟t be that stupid.” He glanced up 
and caught sight of Logan, and his brows contracted. “Get 
lost, this aint no peep show,” he snapped. 

“I think he‟s had enough,” Logan replied, nodding 
at the man on the ground. 

The skinny man‟s eyes hardened. “Vince. Lew. Get 
im.” 

 Logan let a smile push against his face. As the big men 
squared off against Logan, towering over his rather short 
stature, the thin man kicked his victim in the ribs once. 
Logan heard bone grate under the man‟s desperate whining 
gasps. He shook his head. “Come on,” he said shortly. 

 Vince charged, slashing a punch at Logan. Logan 
sidestepped, snatching his wrist, and leaned into the charge. 
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Vince found himself staggering out to the open concrete of 
the gas station; tripping over the lip of the sidewalk he 
sprawled painfully down on his knees and elbows. 

 The other man pulled a collapsible baton out of his lapel 
pocket and whickked it open with a flick of the wrist. He 
darted a strike at Logan, who stepped back. As he struck 
again, Logan spun towards him, catching his wrist and 
curling back along his arm to jab his shoulder into the big 
man‟s chest. With a grunt, Lew unbalanced; Logan 
straightened his knees as he twisted, and the big man was 
slung off his feet to thud against the wall of the service 
station. Logan slapped the baton out of his hand and neatly 
punched him in the throat. 

 As the big man staggered and gagged, Vince scrabbled 
to his feet and Logan faced off with him. He heard steel clear 
leather behind him, and he sprang to the side as he turned. 

 He caught a glimpse of the barrel of a massive handgun, 
and merciless eyes behind it. He dove to the side as the thin 
man pulled the trigger without hesitation. The bullet grazed 
Logan‟s shoulder as he tumbled. He recognized the look in 
the thin man‟s eyes, and he knew the stony stare of a 
remorseless killer. 

 With a disturbing ring of steel on steel, long blades fired 
out through the backs of his hands and caught the light, 
clean and steaming warm from body heat. Logan rolled out 
of his dive, crouching to spring, and the hit man fired again. 
This shot caught Logan right between the eyes; with a bang, 
it ricocheted off his skull, throwing him back. The thin man‟s 
eyes widened with astonishment. 

 Then Logan drunkenly hurled himself forward, his 
blades punching through the man‟s chest and then tearing 
out over a shoulder, unhinging his torso. The dead man was 
flung back by the visceral force of the hit, his gore slapping 
against the wall and concrete with an audible splat as he 
tumbled like a broken toy. 
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 Lew and Vince had their hand cannons out, and they 
opened fire. As Logan staggered to regain his balance, dizzy 
from the high-powered gunshot to the head at close range, 
they fired round after round at him. He dropped to the 
pavement to dodge. Gunfire kicked into him, knocking him 
back over the concrete in a painful slither. 

 They fired until their guns were empty, but the short 
man stirred slightly. Gunsmoke drifted up through the holes 
in his clothes, and he lay in a pool of blood. Slowly, with a 
rasp, the claws on the back of his hands retracted, seemingly 
of their own accord. 

 Vince squinted at Logan‟s torn scalp. “Is that metal?” he 
asked nervously, eyeing the reflective gleam of his skull. 

 Lew made a decision. “Get the duct tape,” he said as 
sirens wailed not far away. “The Don is gonna wanna see this 
joker.” 

 Vince nodded. As he popped open the trunk of their 
sedan, Lew reloaded and squeezed one shot off into the man 
they had been beating before Logan arrived.  

 “I hate loose ends,” he muttered, eyeing Logan‟s 
smoking body, “and mysteries.” 

 

Wednesday, December 31, 2003. New Year’s Eve 

 The graceful teenager perched on the ladder, her brow 
contracted in concentration as she pushed the thumbtack 
into the wood trim.  

 “Very good, Helena,” said someone behind her. “You‟re 
back early,” added the smooth voice in an aristocratic 
English accent. Helena flashed her a smile. 

 The woman standing at the base of the ladder was 
dressed simply, in an elegantly tasteful plum-colored dress. 
She was agelessly poised somewhere in her late thirties. Her 
hair was around and up in a casually elaborate bun. A smile 
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warmed her Asian features, and her eyes seemed very deep 
indeed. She was made of style and grace, and she had her 
arms crossed as she looked thoughtfully up at Helena‟s 
decorating. 

 Helena hopped off the ladder easily. “Thanks, Ms. 
Bradley.” She turned to regard her efforts. “Happy birthday 
2004,” she said with a shake of her head. “Hardly seems 
possible.” Her skin had a delicate olive cast, and the classical 
set of her face and the dark planes of her jet-black hair 
framed her dark eyes. She wore jeans that flattered her 
shapely figure, and a casually tight tee shirt. 

 “What are you doing back from break so early?” Ms. 
Bradley asked. “Students don‟t return until the day after 
tomorrow. It is New Year‟s Eve, after all.” 

 “Right,” Helena nodded, “but I‟m on the hospitality 
committee. And several of our internationals can‟t go home. 
So we‟re having a party,” she added brightly. “Father is 
throwing a gala ball tonight. I told him I had to do this, so 
sorry,” she added as she rolled her eyes. “Those society 
functions are a real bore.” 

 “Part of your education here is to prepare you for 
them,” Ms. Bradley retorted with an amused pursing of the 
lips. “To make you a young lady.” 

 “Well I‟ve arranged to miss the party,” Helena said with 
a grin. “So you‟ll just have to work extra hard to pick up the 
slack this year, I guess.” 

 Ms. Bradley smiled, positively lovely in the morning light 
that poured through the plate glass windows of the 
expensively furnished school foyer. “Challenge accepted,” 
she said, cocking an eyebrow. 

 In the next room, someone yelped and there was a bit of 
a splash. “They better not screw up the punch,” Helena 
sighed, rubbing at her eyes gently. “If they do, then Madame 
Louisa‟s Preparatory School is going to have somebody with 
a sore jaw.” 
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 A scrabble of footsteps, and a heavy-set young woman 
stared at Helena from the doorway to the kitchen, her face 
pale. “Helena!” she gasped. “You gotta see this!” 

 Something of her panic communicated itself to Helena; 
suddenly concerned, she followed the other young woman 
into the kitchen. A television set on the counter featured a 
reporter, her hair tousled by the wind. Behind her, a police 
line was held by several officers in heavy coats, their 
expressions grim. 

 “—hours ago shots were fired,” the reporter was saying 
into her microphone, one hand clapped against her ear.  

 “Isn‟t that your house?” the pale student asked Helena 
breathlessly. Helena just stared. 

 “When officers arrived at the scene, the gristly work of 
the mob hit had already spilled out onto the lawn. 
Speculation as to the identity of the attacker is still just that—
speculation. But it is known that the assassin used specialty 
blades.” The scene switched, showing the lawn of the house, 
the shadow of the news copter drifting across the crime 
scene. 

 Below, bright police blankets were being rushed out by 
the harried authorities to cover the slaughtered men on the 
lawn, corpses laying in the gore-soaked grass staring 
sightlessly up at the dispassionate camera. Such details were 
invisible from that height. 

 Helena managed a ragged gasp as she stared at the front 
lawn of the palatial estate. “Father,” she choked. Wondering. 
Wondering if he was among the dead. 

 The doorbell chimed. “Jan,” Ms. Bradley said softly. 
“Go answer the door.” Jan nodded, then trotted off towards 
the front door as Helena sank slowly down onto a bar stool, 
watching the news report. 

 “At this time, the police have no comment regarding the 
body count or suspects in this bizarre slaying,” the reporter 
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said. “We‟ll keep you informed as more is known in this 
brutal case. This is Trish Tilby for—” 

 Helena darted a sharp glance of indignation at Ms. 
Bradley as she put the television remote down on the table. 
“Come on,” Ms. Bradley said calmly. “Let‟s go.” 

 Helena followed her out to the foyer, where a pair of 
nervous, determined policemen stood by the door. Jan, 
intimidated, stepped out of the way as Helena approached. 

 “Helena Bertinelli?” one cop squinted. “Please come 
with us down to the station. It‟s for your protection, ma‟am.” 

 “Let me get my coat,” she breathed through nerveless 
lips. Ms. Bradley pulled her coat out of the hall closet, 
watched her shrug into the expensive leather and shake her 
hair free. Then Helena numbly followed the police down the 
stairs, to their squad car. Ms. Bradley nodded to herself, 
watching them go.  

 “Go upstairs, Jan,” she said distantly. The pudgy girl 
almost ran for the stairs, and Ms. Bradley drifted back into 
the kitchen. Turned on the television. 

 Of course it was still on the news. It would continue to 
be on the news. She lightly touched the screen. 

 “Oh, Logan,” she breathed. “What happened?” 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 “Ms. Bertinelli,” the long-faced detective murmured, “it 
is in your best interests to cooperate with us. We can put you 
in a protection program. As it stands, there are three other 
outfits that have already made a move on what‟s left of your 
family‟s illegal operations. I don‟t think you understand your 
danger.” His mouth was a tight line, his patience drained 
away. 

 “Was my father killed?” she demanded again. 
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 “They‟re checking dental records to be sure,” the 
detective replied as calmly as he could. 

 “My mother is in Los Angeles,” Helena managed. “She‟s 
got to be warned.” 

 The detective took a deep breath, let it out. “I‟m afraid 
it‟s too late,” he said. “Somebody got to her first. I‟m sorry.” 
The bad news made the seams of his face even deeper. “Jim 
and Elva Bertinelli, in New York. Both them and two of 
New York‟s finest got hit by a car bomb. Horace, Alfred, and 
Emma got nailed here in Chicago. If you hadn‟t come with 
us, you‟d be dead by now.” 

 “Apparently they don‟t teach tact in the academy,” she 
snapped, tears brimming in her eyes. “This is my family, you 
prick!” 

 He regarded her for a long moment. “Whatever hit your 
family‟s estate had long blades and a mean streak. Chopped 
through damn near thirty armed men, half the kitchen staff, 
three of your uncles, and a man who was probably your 
father. He got his head ripped in half, Helena, then he was 
set on fire,” he said gently. “We can‟t let you go face that. 
Whoever did this is still out there.” 

 She mastered herself, stone-faced. “Can I go now?” she 
said, desperately keeping her tone neutral. 

 “If I let you walk out of here you‟re dead,” the detective 
explained with a wince. “You better stay here, at least 
overnight.” 

 “Detective Tindall,” she said coldly. “I want to see my 
god damned lawyer.” Her eyes had something focused, 
dangerous, and over the edge glittering in them. 

 “Don‟t,” he said earnestly. “It‟s suicide.” 

 “You think I‟ll be safe here?” she asked, unwavering. “If 
that thing wiped out thirty of my father‟s guards, then killed 
him, then got away before the cops showed up,” she 
continued, “you think a precinct building is safe?” 
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 He leaned back and said nothing, watching her. She 
stared right into his left eye, waiting. 

 “Okay,” he said with a shrug. “Okay. If you are sure you 
don‟t want to cooperate, then you‟re free to go. We‟re not 
charging you with anything.” 

 “I can take care of my self,” she said in the barest 
whisper. 

* 

 She felt vulnerable and exposed as she crossed the 
distance from the police car to the front door of the prep 
school. Then she was inside. She looked dispassionately at 
the four students who had gathered in the foyer, fright and 
sympathy stamped on their features. 

 “I‟ll be in my room,” she managed. “Can‟t deal with this 
yet.” She headed up the stairs, away from the unbearable pity 
in their eyes. 

 She paused outside the door to her room. As she 
regarded the oak-paneled door, she wondered if it was rigged 
to explode. Then she clenched her jaw and pulled it open. 

 Standing in the hall holding the door open, she felt 
slightly foolish. She glanced around for trip wires, then 
stalked into her room. Some clothes. A few basics. Then she 
could… what. Hide? Run? She ran her hands through her 
hair, fighting down the rising sense of panic that swelled 
through her. 

 Just a whisper of sound, a flicker of motion in the 
corner of her vision; she saw a shadow move behind her as 
she glanced at her dressing mirror. 

 Pivoting, she thrust out with her forearm and deflected 
the silenced pistol‟s barrel. She drove a palm strike forward 
into the man‟s chest, slamming him off balance to whack 
against the wall. Helena darted to his side and snatched his 
wrist. She shoved down on the surprised assassin‟s wrist 
while yanking up on the gun barrel. He shouted hoarsely, 
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almost obscuring the meaty snap of the bones in his trigger 
finger. She dropped, tugging at the gun, then she rose to 
shooting stance and took a step back, gun trained unerringly 
on the assassin. 

 “Cute,” he muttered, and he whipped a knife out from 
behind his belt; Helena didn‟t think, she just reacted, 
squeezing the trigger. The gun bucked in her hand, spat. A 
casing flew up from the gun‟s action, a puff of smoke darted 
out of the barrel with a sound as loud as a door closing.  

 The assassin flinched as the bullet slapped through his 
chest, he sagged back against the wall. His eyes flared, got 
mean as he staggered. He raised the knife. 

 The gun spoke twice more, and he toppled with a heavy 
thud to lay motionless on the floor. Helena stared through 
the wisping gunsmoke, listened to the tinkle of the shell 
casings as they rolled on the hardwood floor. 

 Her breathing was rushed, her heart pounded, and for a 
moment she was almost unhinged by the swelling sensation 
of being alive. And the assassin on the floor was dead. Her 
hands trembled, but a thin streak of elation coiled in her 
chest as she stared at the growing pool of blood. 

 “Yeah,” she whispered. “That‟s for Father.” She spat on 
his body. 

 “Good work,” said a soft British voice from the 
doorway. “I was wondering where he went.” 

 Helena spun to face Ms. Bradley, who stood watching 
her with inscrutable eyes. “Are you here to kill me too? Are 
you part of this?” Helena demanded, leveling the trembling 
gun barrel at Ms. Bradley‟s chest. 

 “I‟m on your side,” Ms. Bradley said, slowly raising her 
arm into view. She held a high powered rifle by its strap. “A 
gift from across the street. You should close the blinds. 
Wouldn‟t have mattered,” she shrugged, nodding at the gun. 
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“Thermal sight. But it‟s still a good idea.” She regarded 
Helena. “Nice move, disarming him like that.” 

 “Times being what they are, my family being who they 
were, I got a lot of self defense training,” Helena said, feeling 
disconnected. Like she would wake up any minute, and the 
dream would be over.  

 “That won‟t help you against snipers. You need to learn 
to be less predictable.” 

 “I handled myself,” Helena sniffed. 

 “He wasn‟t here to shoot you,” Ms. Bradley clarified. 
“He was here to see why the bomb under your bed lost 
signal.” She held up a box with a button. Helena visibly 
paled. “It was a big bomb,” Ms. Bradley added. “Did your 
family teach you demolitions?” 

 “N-no,” Helena stammered.  

 “They‟ll send another sniper to see what happened to 
the first,” Ms. Bradley added. “When he enters the room, 
then this light will start flashing because he‟ll trip the motion 
sensor.” She showed her watch, and the red light started 
flashing. Ms. Bradley pushed the button on the box. 

 Across the street, a shattering boom roared out of the 
wall, showering the street with a cascade of pulverized 
windows. “We should go,” Ms. Bradley said directly as car 
alarms in a five-block radius wailed, and dust sifted down 
from the ceiling. 

 “Who are you?” Helena asked, awed. 

 “I‟m the only one offering to get you out of this mess,” 
Ms. Bradley replied softly. “You can call me Elizabeth. You 
aren‟t a student here anymore. We have to go.” She glanced 
towards the stairs and frowned. “Now.” 

 All other questions were submerged; Helena nodded 
curtly, lost, and followed her teacher down the stairs and out 
the back. 
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* 

 Helena hunched in the cold warehouse, glancing around 
dubiously. “How did you get us past the cops that were 
watching the school?” 

 “I knew where they were, I knew what they‟d do when 
the explosion went off. So we just moved through a blind 
spot,” Elizabeth replied simply. 

 “How did you learn all this stuff?” Helena demanded. 
“You sure didn‟t learn it when you were getting certified to 
teach English.” 

 That got a smile out of Elizabeth, albeit an enigmatic 
one. “You ask a lot of questions.” 

 “Look, I appreciate your help,” Helena said, rising and 
touching the butt of the pistol in her belt. “But I had better 
go it alone from here on out.” Elizabeth noted the mistrust 
in her eyes. 

 “If I was going to kill you or turn you over to someone, 
I would have by now,” she said softly. 

 “Yeah?” Helena challenged, pulling the gun out as subtly 
as she could. “Who says I would have let you? I‟m a black 
belt in karate, you know. I studied self defense most of my 
life, and I‟m a pretty good shot, too.” 

 “You‟re going to make me take the gun away from you 
before you trust me, is that it?” Elizabeth asked in good 
humor. 

 “This is not a cool game,” Helena replied. “I‟m just 
going to go now.” She trained the gun on Elizabeth and 
edged towards the stairs leading down to the main floor of 
the warehouse. 

 Elizabeth walked towards her in a straight line, her 
alertness so hyper-intense it was almost aggressive. Helena‟s 
eyes widened in fear, and she reflexively pulled the trigger. 
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 Elizabeth twitched to the side, hardly seeming to move 
at all, and the shot missed. She approached, and Helena's 
alarm deepened. She fired again, and again Elizabeth 
twitched aside. Then she was right there, right next to 
Helena. Elizabeth simply tugged the gun out of Helena‟s 
hand, with hardly an effort.  

 “If you want to impress me with your martial arts 
training,” she said with a small smile, “touch me.” 

 Helena fired a punch at her, but Elizabeth was beside 
her, that faintly bemused smile on her face. Helena grinned; 
Elizabeth got too close. Helena whipped a wheel kick at her, 
but a simple step carried Elizabeth out of the way. Helena 
jump-kicked, and Elizabeth was to the side, close enough to 
touch. Helena landed with a sweep that Elizabeth 
sidestepped with embarrassing ease. Helena jumped up and 
threw a flurry of punches, but Elizabeth was to the side and 
around them, so she struck nothing but air. 

 She paused for breath, eyes wide, and Elizabeth 
regarded the gun she had taken from Helena. She put it 
down on the battered card table that furnished the loft. 

 “Do you see?” she asked. 

 Helena stared for a moment. “Teach me,” she said 
breathlessly. “Please? Will you please teach me? To move like 
that?” 

 “Why?” Elizabeth asked inscrutably. “Why do you need 
these combat skills?” 

 A pause. “I want to find the monsters that killed my 
family,” Helena replied, eyes burning. “That‟s the truth. I 
want to fight them, and kill them all.” They regarded each 
other for a long, vulnerable moment. “Please? Will you teach 
me?” 

 Elizabeth looked away. “I decided I would help you 
from the moment we saw the newscast,” she said. “I was just 
waiting for you to understand enough to ask for my help. 
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While you were at the station, I brought food and bedding, 
they are in the office back there. You will remain here, and 
not leave the building unless I am with you. Do you accept 
my terms?” 

 Helena glanced around the shadowed loft. “Yes,” she 
said. “Yes I do.” 

 Elizabeth nodded. “Then I will teach you the way of 
instinct and flexibility, for mind and body.” She hesitated. 
“You won‟t be… quite like me. But I can make you faster. 
And better.” She turned to go. 

 “Ms. Bradley,” Helena faltered. “If you can do all this… 
why do you teach English at a prep school? Is it a cover?” 

 Elizabeth regarded her. “There will come a time when 
you can answer that question for me,” she said quietly. Then 
she disappeared down the stairs. 

 Helena shivered, and walked into the office in the loft. 
She turned on the space heater, aimlessly touched the bed. 
She turned on the television, looked at the happy crowd 
gathered in Times Square. Waiting for the ball to drop. 

 Curling up on the bed, sleepless and reeling from her 
day, Helena made a New Year‟s resolution. 

* 

 Elizabeth smelled blood before she reached the door to 
her apartment. She kept walking, past her door to the 
window at the end of the hall. She opened it, and ducked out 
to step on the ledge. She ran along the ledge, around the 
corner, to the window looking into her living room. 

 The window was broken open. She saw a dark smear of 
blood across the floor to the refrigerator, which hung open; 
sloppy handprints were on the door, in the fridge. Very little 
food was left. She ducked through the window frame and 
followed the blood trail to the bathroom, where the door was 
closed. Bloody hands had pawed at the door, trembling; it 
was a gory mess. 
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 “Logan,” she said softly. “It‟s me. It‟s Elizabeth.” 

 “Oh god,” he choked. She heard him shift position. 
“Don‟t look at me. Don‟t come in.” 

 She touched the doorknob; the bathroom was locked. 
Well, as locked as it could be. She almost smiled as she jerked 
the handle once, then swung the door open slowly. “It‟s 
alright, Logan,” she soothed as the stink of drying blood 
mixed with a chemical foulness breathed out of the dark, 
narrow bathroom. 

 She heard a faint sound of Logan stirring. She flicked on 
the light and looked into the bathroom. He was curled up in 
the bathtub, wearing fragments of pants and nothing else. 
His skin was welted and blistered. One shaking hand held a 
crumpled, unlit cigarette between two fingers. The floor was 
a mound of paper wrappers and dishes; he had eaten 
everything in the fridge. She stepped in, nudging a dish out 
of the way with her foot. 

 Logan hid his face behind his hands. “S-shouldn‟t a 
come. Should a waited,” he stammered. “So s-sorry. Didn‟t 
m-mean it to be t-this way.” 

 She watched the shape of his posture, and knew it 
wasn‟t safe to come close yet. Something wild lurked in the 
set of his shoulders, something desperate and reflexive in the 
uncoordinated wandering of his hands and head. Something 
badly wounded, something that had done a lot of killing on 
reflex. She quietly knelt by the door, patient. “What 
happened?” she asked softly. 

“They used-d drugs and f-fire,” he managed. “And 
they beat me. D-damn near k-killed me,” he choked out in a 
strange voice, hiding his eyes from her. “I made it into 
town,” he went on, his voice remembering words. “Some 
guys beating up some other guy. I got involved, they took me 
by surprise. I wake up gift-wrapped in a couple rolls of duct 
tape. They wanted…” He ran out of voice, leaning his head 
on the chilly tile by the tub.  
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 Elizabeth quietly began gathering dishes. Logan stirred. 
“I‟ll get that,” he rasped. “I‟ll clean it all up. I‟m so sorry 
about the mess.” Memory stirred. “The window, too,” he 
added. 

 “So the Bertinelli family tortured you to find out who 
you were, what you were made of,” Elizabeth supplied. 

 He nodded, weary. “They kept me pumped full of their 
designer drugs, surprised my heart and brain could survive 
the doses. They set me on fire a couple times. I stuck it 
out… even when they used sledgehammers. Yeah, I was 
more fun than they‟d had in years, somebody they could beat 
up over and over without me dyin on em. Eventually I 
couldn‟t take any more. They put a power drill through my 
eye socket, dug it into my brain, and something snapped.” 
He fell silent, then shook his head once. “I don‟t remember 
getting out of the mansion. I came to under an interstate 
overpass.” He peered at her, miserable. “I came here.” 

 She looked him over; As his hands moved aside, she saw 
the gory socket of his missing eye. He still trembled all over, 
strung out. She finished picking dishes out of the pile of 
wrappers and trash, then she rose smoothly to her feet. 

 “You did the right thing, Logan,” she said, “coming 
here. You‟re long overdue, you know that?” she added with a 
bemused smile. “If this is the only way I can get you, then 
this is how I‟ll take you.” She paused. “I‟ll go get you some 
burgers and fries. Much as you can eat. When you‟re feeling 
more yourself, go ahead and get cleaned up. You can wear 
one of my bathrobes for now. The couch is yours.” She 
smiled at him with genuine affection. 

 “Thank you,” he said humbly. 

 “Get some rest,” she replied. “I‟ll be back before you 
know it.” She turned off the light and left the bathroom, 
closing the door. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

Thursday, January 1, 2004. New Year’s Day 

 Detective Tindall leaned forward in his chair, phone 
cradled between his ear and his shoulder as he tapped at his 
computer. “Helena Bertinelli disappeared, you wouldn‟t 
happen to know anything about that would you?” he asked 
tersely. He listened for a moment, then shook his head, 
grabbing the phone and leaning his elbows on the desk. 

 “Look, I don‟t care if you lost five men or fifty. 
Explosives? You made a real mess of this one, man. And to 
top it off Bertinelli just strolled away.” He paused. “Where 
were my men? Are you kidding? There was this huge 
explosion, you know. And police have to do their jobs, too. 
Not just your errand boys, fatso. Damn straight.” 

 He leaned back, listening, then he nodded. “Yeah, we 
have a lead. One of the teachers at the school, Elizabeth 
Bradley. She left with the student, or at least they turned up 
missing at the same time. I had a guy check her apartment 
last night around ten thirty. She was there, he talked to her, 
and nothing was out of the ordinary. But I think she‟s key to 
all this.” 

 Tindall glanced at the glass window, where another 
detective pointed at his watch and ducked into the briefing 
room. Tindall nodded. “No, we don‟t want to bring the 
teacher in. That‟s stupid. We‟ll watch her. She‟ll lead us to 
Bertinelli, and we can finish this up quietly. Yeah, it can‟t 
hurt for you to set somebody watching her too, in case she 
ducks my people. Hey, I gotta go. I‟ll be in touch.” 

 He hung up, then stood and adjusted his belt, his badge 
and gun glittering. With a smile, he strode out the door and 
into the briefing. 

* 

 Elizabeth opened the door to her room and stepped out 
into the warring scents of Lysol and sizzling bacon. She 
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smiled to herself as she padded up behind Logan where he 
stood at the stove. 

 He clamped an unlit cigar in his teeth, and he attentively 
watched the pan as he prodded bacon around. One of 
Elizabeth‟s bathrobes was belted around him, and his bare 
feet flexed their crooked, hairy toes. The welts of the night 
before were just angry patches of skin, sullen bruises. He 
moved a bit stiffly as he raised his head to sniff and turned to 
regard his host. 

 “I have no idea how you picked my scent out in my own 
home, over the chemicals and bacon,” Elizabeth mused with 
a fond smile. 

 “Practice,” he shrugged, his voice still hoarse. “Who 
visited last night?” 

 “A policeman,” she replied, settling herself at the table. 
“He wanted to know why I left the school, I gave him a 
reason he will remember as plausible, and he saw nothing out 
of place. There are advantages to being a psycher.” 

 “My but you are a vision today,” Logan said with a 
lopsided grin. He took in her delicately arranged hair, her 
flattering dress, her dusting of makeup. “What do you do 
these days?” 

 “I‟m an English teacher at a finishing school for ladies,” 
Elizabeth replied. “A prep school,” she added.  

 “Seems fittin,” he nodded, returning his attention to the 
bacon. “Got time fer breakfast?” 

 “Sure,” she shrugged. “Good work out here,” she 
added. The blood had all been scrubbed out, and her coffee 
table had been duct taped over the broken window. She 
smiled at that. 

 “Still too jittery to sleep,” Logan confessed, “and when 
it hits I‟m gonna be out for a couple days. Or at least, not 
good fer much. Until I sleep it off.” He rubbed at his face. 
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 “I need your help with something,” Elizabeth said 
quietly. 

 “Name it,” Logan replied. 

 “At my school, there‟s a young woman named Helena. I 
have grown quite fond of her. She has been given every 
advantage in life, because her family is rich. We pretend not 
to know that it is because they are involved in organized 
crime. Anyway, I was with her yesterday when the news 
reported a gangland hit at her home. Her father and all his 
guards and some of her uncles were killed.” She paused, 
letting that sink in, as a scowl deepened on Logan‟s face. 

 “I recognized your handiwork at once,” she continued, 
“and I knew that you didn‟t chop your way in. You must 
have fought your way out. And for it to be so sloppy,” she 
added, “that completed the picture for me. The Bertinelli 
family received their just rewards. However, I have this 
problem,” she sighed. “The other crime families want to 
make sure no surviving Bertinelli comes looking for revenge. 
So they‟re wiping out the rest of the family. Including young 
Helena Janice Bertinelli.” 

 Logan took a deep breath. “Right,” he muttered, his 
voice still raspy. 

 “She‟s vulnerable,” Elizabeth said quietly. “She‟s 
consumed by her need for revenge. Against you, Logan, 
though she doesn‟t know it. If she goes out into the world as 
she is right now she‟ll be killed within a week.” 

 Logan nodded. “You‟re gonna give her a few tips.” 

 Elizabeth regarded Logan calmly. “I want you to help 
train her.” For a long moment, the bacon was ignored as it 
hissed and sizzled, and Logan thought it over. Watched 
Elizabeth‟s eyes. Let the implications sink in. 

 “I think I understand,” he nodded finally. He turned 
back to the stove. “And breakfast is ready.” 

* 
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 Dawn pressed against the clouds as Elizabeth and Logan 
approached the empty warehouse. A quick stop at a 
department store had fitted Logan with clothes. He wore a 
heavy leather jacket and jeans, boots, a sweater, and a 
bandanna tied over his empty eye socket. Stealthy as 
shadows, the pair ducked into a back door and silently 
crossed the debris-littered floor to the stairs. 

 As they reached the loft, Logan glanced around. “Cozy,” 
he muttered. It was nearly complete darkness up here, with 
only a filtration of street lights drifting in the gloom. They 
approached the office, and Elizabeth noiselessly peeked in. 
“Wait here,” she whispered to Logan, and she stepped into 
the office. 

 It was considerably warmer inside. Helena lay under 
three sleeping bags and various blankets, her back to the wall 
and her head lolling to the side as she slept. She was bathed 
in the flickering, senseless light of the muted television. 
Elizabeth nodded to herself, and rejoined Logan. 

 “She‟s sleeping, that‟s probably for the best. Don‟t 
startle her too much, alright?” she smiled. 

 “Right,” he nodded. “You still go by Betsy Braddock?” 

 “Close,” she shrugged. “Elizabeth Bradley, if you 
please,” she murmured demurely. Logan chuckled quietly, 
then hobbled over to a chair and lowered himself into it. 

 “Just might catch a nap m‟self,” he muttered, already 
half asleep. Elizabeth nodded, then turned and vanished into 
the shadows. 

* 

 Logan woke to a hard prod at his forehead. He blinked 
lazily, struggling against sleep. Cracking his eye open, he 
found himself staring at a silenced gun barrel. 

 Full, heavy orange moon hanging low in an emerald sky 
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 “Wha time zit?” he muttered, shifting slightly. His limbs 
were heavy, leaden. He let out a jaw cracking yawn. 

 “Who the hell are you?” an attractive teenager 
demanded, gun held firmly in both hands and lined up on his 
chest. “What are you doing in here?” 

 Child, flaring red hair; she laughs, a solid and comfortable weight 
in his arms; wriggles with energy, he puts her down and she runs for the 
shadows 

 “I‟m Logan,” he replied, “I‟m a friend of Elizabeth 
Bradley. She asked me to keep an eye on you.” More alert, he 
regarded the girl and the gun. “You gonna shoot me?” he 
asked mildly. The force of his dream subsided, pushed out of 
his mind by wakefulness. 

 “Maybe,” she retorted. “Keep your hands where I can 
see them.” 

 “You are Helena Bertinelli,” Logan said, “and if I was 
gonna do somethin to ya, or turn you over ta somebody, I‟da 
done it while you were sleeping all curled up in yer cocoon in 
there.” He blinked blearily at her. “Got a coffeemaker up 
here?” 

 “How does someone like Ms. Bradley know someone 
like you?” Helena asked, lowering the pistol and eyeing his 
rough clothing with disapproval. 

 “Luck, both kinds,” Logan muttered, levering himself 
out of the chair. “Hot damn I‟m stiff. Don‟t mind me. Had a 
rough night.” 

 Helena tucked the pistol back in her waistband, and 
shook her head slightly. “Coffee is in here,” she said, turning 
her back on him. “You known Ms. Bradley for a long time?” 

 “How long is a long time?” he asked as he followed her 
into the office proper. “I guess I‟ve known her for a long 
time, sure.” He shrugged his stiff shoulders, following his 
nose to the coffee machine.  
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 “How did she learn to fight like that? To move like 
that?” Helena asked. 

 Logan squinted at the lances of light that lay across the 
floor of the loft. Late afternoon. He nodded to himself. 
“She‟s a ninja,” he said casually as he spooned instant coffee 
into a heavy mug and switched on the hot water pot. “She do 
the thing where you can‟t touch her?” He smiled to himself. 

 “Yes, yes she did,” Helena said, visibly relaxing. “Could 
you touch her?” 

 “Haven‟t managed it yet,” Logan muttered.  

 “A ninja. Like pajamas and throwing stars,” Helena 
mused, reluctant to be gullible.  

 “Yep,” Logan said shortly. 

 “So what‟s she doing teaching school?” Helena asked. 

 “Same as the rest of us,” Logan sighed. “Just tryin ta 
find a place in the world.” 

 

 Half an hour later, he had his coffee and a stretch to 
limber up. He stood in the fading light cast by the early 
stages of sunset. 

 “So why are you here?” Helena asked.  

 “Betsy asked me ta look after you while she covers the 
school,” Logan replied.  

 “Betsy?” Helena winced. “That‟s terrible.” 

 He grinned to himself. “Old friends,” he remembered. 
“I guess I can call her Betsy if I like.” 

 “Are you a ninja?” Helena asked directly. 

 “Hell no,” Logan chuckled. “Not me. You sure do ask a 
lot of questions.” 

 “That‟s because I don‟t understand what‟s going on,” 
Helena replied. “I don‟t trust you yet.” 
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 “You think questions are gonna sort that out?” 

 “Gives me something to do,” Helena replied tartly. 

 “If that‟s all, I‟ll git you a book a word puzzles,” Logan 
muttered. 

 “Did Ms. Bradley leave you here to protect me?” Helena 
asked. 

 “Somethin like that,” Logan nodded. 

 “What if I think I could beat you up, and I don‟t need 
you to protect me?” she asked, eyes glinting. 

 “You might be right,” Logan conceded. “You might be 
wrong. And just because you could beat me up don‟t mean 
you can do without my help.” He squared off with her. 
“What would you do if I was a bad guy, here to do you in? 
Assumin, a course, I was stupid enough not to bring a gun.” 
He crossed his arms over his chest. 

 “I‟d kick you,” she replied, watching his eyes. 

 “Yeah? How?” he asked. She opened her mouth to 
respond, and he shook his head curtly. “Don‟t tell me. Show 
me.” 

 “You might get hurt,” she said. 

 He grinned. “Hurt me.” 

 She shrugged. “Your pain.” She barked a curt shout as 
she spun, slinging a roundhouse at him. His forearm shot up 
to block the kick, and her shin rebounded from his arm. 

 “We‟ll say I‟m a slow and sloppy thug,” he said, “and 
you get a couple more attacks before I hit ya back.” 

 She whipped a fist at his head, and his arm twitched up 
to deflect the blow. Then she lashed a nasty kick at his foot, 
and he stepped out of the way. He was grinning. 

 “See, I got my wits about me now,” he said as she lashed 
another punch at him. He caught her fist in his palm, 
stepping back as he neatly twisted her hand. All the lines of 
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force in her body were pointed the wrong way, and she 
stumbled and tried not to fall over backwards. Logan twisted 
a little harder, and she was on her back. 

 She tightened her torso, swinging her legs up to kick at 
him, but he let her go and stepped back. She rolled easily to 
her feet, anger sparking in her dark eyes as she shook her 
tender hand. “Ouch,” she said. 

 He shrugged. “It could be worse. I‟m not here to betray 
you, or Betsy,” he added. 

 “Then you‟re going to help me learn how to fight like 
you do? Like she does?” Helena asked tightly. 

 “That‟s the plan,” Logan nodded. 

 “Good,” she replied. “Because there are some men I‟ve 
got to kill. I‟m going to find the monsters responsible for 
destroying my life. And I‟m going to punish them.” 

 “Monster hunting can be a tricky thing,” Logan said 
thickly. He pulled a cigar from his jacket and headed over to 
the rail to have a smoke. Helena did not follow him. 

 

CHAPTER FOUR 

Thursday, January 8, 2004 

 “You know your forms,” Elizabeth said. “That‟s very 
good. But that‟s all it is. Good. I‟m teaching you something 
better. To go beyond forms.” 

 The week had been hard on Helena. Her weariness 
showed in the slope of her shoulders, in the tight definition 
of her forearm muscles as she gripped the staff, in the off-
center balance of her stance. He wiped the back of her hand 
across her nose, and sniffed; she and Elizabeth were dressed 
in sweats and long underwear, bundled up against the cold of 
the warehouse loft. 

 “Do you understand?” Elizabeth asked quietly. 
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 “I am to be like water,” Helena repeated wearily. “Water 
cannot be harmed, for it flows around that which moves in 
its path. Water follows simple rules yet is unpredictable. It 
has no strength but it carries strength.” She nodded. “I 
understand.” 

 “Perhaps,” Elizabeth noted. “Perhaps your mind 
understands. But your body has not yet learned. Your body 
wants to form stances, to use established positions, and to 
strike with your muscles.” 

 “I got lost here too,” Logan confided from where he sat 
on a folding chair, at the sideline. 

 “Ready to try again?” Elizabeth asked with a gentleness 
that had no room for mercy. 

 Helena blearily looked her in the eye. “I haven‟t had a 
good night‟s sleep in a week. I can barely feel my hands.” 

 “Enemies seldom attack when you are rested,” Elizabeth 
shrugged, “and your body is almost too tired to force you 
into the paths of your previous training.” 

 “No more,” Helena murmured, hanging her head. 

 Elizabeth watched the tired teenager, then cocked her 
head to the side. “What if I told you I knew who killed your 
father.” Helena looked up, light kindling in the back of her 
eyes, her lovely features drawn to an alert scowl. “What if,” 
Elizabeth continued, “I promised to tell you who chopped 
your father‟s head in half then set him on fire. But only if you 
touched me.” 

 Helena dragged herself to an alert stance, balanced and 
wary. “I would touch you,” she said. 

 “No,” Elizabeth disagreed with a shake of the head. 
“But you would try.” She poised and waited. 

 Helena drove the staff at her midsection, and Elizabeth 
stepped to the side and out of the way. The staff whirled at 
her, and she leaned out of its path. Helena shouted as she 
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kicked out, but Elizabeth was already pivoting away. She 
slapped Helena across the face; as the teenager was stunned, 
Elizabeth rapped her knuckles then plucked the staff from 
her grip. She tossed it aside, and settled once more into a 
stance. 

 Rage burned in Helena, and she let out a howl as she 
lashed out with fist strikes, elbows, kicks, a flurry of attacks 
that Elizabeth slid around as though she was made of smoke 
and shadow, an illusion that could not be touched. Spent, 
Helena staggered down to one knee, shakily gasping for 
breath. 

 “Anger can build your will to learn and improve, but you 
cannot fight with it,” Elizabeth murmured. “Forms and 
technique can teach your body how to be fit and inflict pain, 
but they will not win your fight for you. Those are two ways 
to train your instinct. Your instinct and rhythm are what you 
win or lose with, and they are weapons you grip with your 
intellect and your body both. You telegraph everything. You 
think about the attack, choose the path. Your body then 
executes the orders it is given. This takes too long and gives 
too much away.” 

 “How do you fight then?” Helena gasped. 

 “I decide how it is going to work out,” Elizabeth said 
calmly, “then I let my body choose the path to arrive at my 
destination. Combat is like life. Try to control every step of 
the way and you won‟t be flexible enough, your instinct will 
be dulled. You must decide what you want, what must 
happen. And you must train your body to carry you through 
any obstacle to arrive there. What do you want, Helena?” 

 “I‟ll kill the monsters that slaughtered my family,” she 
said, her voice trembling with emotion and lack of oxygen as 
her exhausted muscles wavered. 

 “Once you‟ve gotten through everything in your way, 
you‟ll be more tired than this, and wounded as well. Do you 
think you‟ll be able to stand up and fight whatever force 
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killed all the soldiers in your house?” Elizabeth‟s voice was 
unyielding. 

 “Was it you?” Helena demanded, fear and rage jostling 
through her. 

 “No,” Elizabeth replied. “I don‟t need to tear men up to 
kill them. It wasn‟t me. But what if it was? Do you have the 
strength to keep fighting when it looks like you‟ve lost? Like 
you‟re spent?” 

 A whine if fury and exhaustion made Helena‟s gasps 
into whimpers. 

 “Stand up and fight,” Elizabeth said coldly. “Defend 
yourself.” 

 Logan watched wordlessly as Elizabeth took a step 
towards Helena and kicked at her. With a ragged shout, 
Helena jumped back to her feet and blocked the kick, her 
hands in front of her to ward off the next attack. 

 “You waste energy with emotion,” Elizabeth said as she 
fired a strike at Helena, who deflected it. “Your heart beats 
faster, your muscles hold tension. The fight is twice as much 
work as it needs to be, so you wear out.” She kicked into 
Helena‟s defenses, and Helena blocked hard, then struck at 
the ankle that supported Elizabeth. The ninja woman sprang 
on her powerful leg, evading the strike, and she landed 
sweeping. Helena stamped down, blocking the sweep, and 
Elizabeth swirled back to her feet. 

 “If you are weak, appear strong,” Elizabeth said. “If you 
are strong, appear weak. If you are ready for them, falter and 
let them attack you. An attack is a vulnerability.” 

 Helena wavered on her feet, and Logan stood. Elizabeth 
glanced over at him. 

 “I‟m makin some food,” he muttered, and he headed for 
the makeshift kitchen in the corner of the loft. Elizabeth 
looked back at Helena, then nodded to herself. She 
straightened, then stiffly bowed as she slapped her fist into 
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her palm. Helena did the same, then she lowered herself to 
sit on the floor. Then lay down. 

 Elizabeth knelt at her side and rolled her over, face 
down. She quickly rubbed at some of the most tense, sore 
places with a quick and professional touch. Then she 
smoothed her hands over Helena and stood. 

 “Lay there for a minute,” she said. “Rest.” 

 “Kay,” came the muffled voice. 

 Elizabeth walked over to where Logan struggled with 
the cheap can opener, cranking at a can of baked beans. 

 “I hate these damned things,” he grumbled. 

 “What‟s the matter, Logan,” Elizabeth asked quietly. 

 “This is dangerous,” Logan sighed with a shake of his 
head. He glanced over his shoulder to where Helena lay 
motionless on the floor, out of earshot. “What if she figures 
it out? That I‟m the one she‟s looking for?” He finally got the 
can open. “I don‟t want to have to hurt her.” 

 “She has chosen not to know, so far,” Elizabeth said. 
“She does not yet trust her instinct. When she does, then she 
will know beyond need of proof. Your eyes tell the tale.” 

 “So I‟ve been told,” he sighed. “I guess I‟m a lousy liar.” 

 “That‟s one of the things I love about you,” Elizabeth 
said, looking directly into his eyes. Both eyes looked back at 
her; the eyepatch had only been necessary for a full day. 

 He looked back down at the beans, shaking the can out 
into a glass bowl. “Still,” he muttered, “I feel bad. Her life is 
over, she‟s gotta start a new one. Now she‟s trapped, a 
fugitive. I know what that feels like,” he concluded. 

 “Maybe,” Elizabeth shrugged. “But do you know any 
other way she could get free of her gangster heritage? It is 
possible that you‟ve freed her to do something different with 
her life.” 
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 “Her call, I guess,” Logan said, his brows gathering in a 
frown as he stuck the glass bowl of beans in the cheap 
microwave and turned it on. 

 “You‟re wondering why I‟m training Helena, knowing 
that she‟ll come after you sooner or later,” Elizabeth stated. 

 “Pretty much,” Logan replied. “I know you must have 
your reasons. I just wonder what they are.” 

 “She will need the ability to defend herself if she is to be 
strong enough to choose her own path. The Project and the 
Institute taught me that much.” She paused. “So did you.” 

 His frown didn‟t clear up. “I think we should tell her it 
was me. Get it out in the open. See what happens.” 

 “Wisdom is like an egg,” Elizabeth murmured gently. “It 
must find its own way into life. Trying to open it too soon 
kills the life it carries inside. Besides. Her need for revenge 
gives her a story, and a story gives her the strength and the 
will for the training.” She glanced thoughtfully at Helena. 
“And she‟ll need her training to protect herself from what 
threatens her.” 

 Logan nodded. “You don‟t mean gangsters, do you,” he 
said. He watched the bowl revolve in the microwave as it 
hummed. He shook his head. “I didn‟t mean for this to get 
so complicated,” he muttered thickly. “Just wanted to come 
to town. To—to see you. Nice and quiet.” 

 She chuckled, shaking her head. “A noble goal.” 

 “Do you still want me?” he said as he stared into the 
microwave. He swallowed hard. “Say the word. I thought it 
over. I want you, Betsy. I‟ll give up whatever I have to, 
except for my family.” He looked her in the eye. “Say the 
word, and I‟ll go with you wherever you need to go, and do 
whatever you need to do.” 

 She blinked, eyes glimmering as she met his gaze. “Oh, 
Logan,” she said with a smile, unshed tears pulling at her 
face. She took a deep breath and pressed at her sweats, 
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glancing away. When she looked into his eyes again, the 
peculiar purplish iridescence of their depths seemed to shine. 
“Go to New York. Take Helena, keep her safe. I‟ll tie up the 
loose ends here. I‟ll catch up when I can.” 

 “Do you think you could be happy in New York?” he 
asked humbly. 

 “Will you be there?” she replied softly. 

 She decided a big silly grin was becoming on Logan‟s 
face, and she leaned against him, a hand slipping around the 
back of his head as she kissed him gently. Her shapes were 
powerful and firm, graceful against him, warm. He wrapped 
his thick arms around her waist as she leaned back for a 
moment, studying his features with a peculiar sensual 
seriousness. 

 He reached up with one callused hand. He touched her. 
And she was real. 

 Helena cleared her throat. “I‟m going to the gas station 
down the street,” she said with a bit of a smile. “Anybody 
want anything? No?” She turned, grabbed her jacket, and 
headed for the stairs. 

 “About damn time,” she muttered through her grin as 
she left Logan and Elizabeth alone. 

 

 Helena felt her blood course through her, as though she 
was submerged in a warm stream of weariness. She ached, 
but there was a comfort to the exhaustion. She slung the 
glass door of the Quiktrip open and strolled in, examining 
the magazines. 

 Suddenly, she was very conscious of the two young men 
standing at the other end of the magazine rack as they made 
no secret of studying her form. She glanced down at her 
sweat pants, taped ankles, wrestling shoes, baggy coat. She 
threw them an uninviting look, then picked up a People 
magazine. Stepping over to the sandwich counter, she 
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grabbed a hoagie sandwich. Then she paid the bored cashier 
and left. 

 She could not possibly miss the two men following her. 

 “Hey baby,” one said. “Wanna go out with us tonight?” 

 “I‟m not in your league,” she replied stiffly, hesitating 
outside the Quiktrip. There were often police cars idling 
around the gas station. But not right now. Her exhaustion 
slid away as adrenaline trickled into her bloodstream. 

 “If you like a foot-long,” the other man started—and 
suddenly she had enough. 

 Spinning, she shot out a foot that caught the guy in the 
hooded sweatshirt right in the face. He popped up in the air 
and sailed back, hands flying out in shock. Startled, his buddy 
dug in his pocket for his knife; Helena pivoted lightly and 
drove her heel back, slamming into his crotch and knocking 
him off his feet to tumble back, hand stuck in his pocket so 
his elbow cracked down on the sidewalk as he skidded. 

 “Not interested,” she snapped. Then she turned and ran 
lightly off into the night. 

 A feral grin took over her face. 

 For a sweet, sweet moment, she didn‟t feel like a victim 
at all. 

 

CHAPTER FIVE 

Friday, January 9, 2004 

 “Yeah, I checked the QT security tapes,” Tindall said to 
the phone as he leaned back in his chair. “It‟s our girl, alright. 
We‟re currently prepping for a sweep of the area. She just 
pops up out of nowhere to beat the crap out of a couple 
local hoods.” He grinned. “I can give you the location of the 
service station, but it‟ll cost ya. Usual fee.” He nodded. “I‟ll 
call you back when I‟ve verified payment.” 
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 Listening to the phone, he frowned. “If you find her 
before we do that‟s probably best,” he muttered, “because 
I‟m not waiting for you before we move on this one. There‟s 
already too much scrutiny on this case from the higher-ups. 
If you do move in and take care of this, get it right the first 
time, okay?” He paused, pursing his lips. “I‟m tired of 
cleaning up your messes.” 

 He rolled his eyes as the phone barked into his ear. 
“Yeah, of course you won‟t fail. Look, I‟ve got a fugitive to 
find. You better get your people moving.” He hung up the 
phone with a bang. 

* 

 “What, you‟d rather I got beat up?” Helena demanded, 
amazed. 

 “Not a bit,” Logan muttered through his teeth as he 
stuffed her clothes in a duffel bag. “But you could have 
gotten away, defused the situation. As is, I‟m willin ta bet 
they told somebody about this girl matching yer description 
that smacked em around. And that‟s gonna bring the search 
to this area. So we gotta be gone. Now.” 

 “I‟m not leaving town,” she snapped. “I‟m staying. We 
can move somewhere else here in Chicago, but I‟m not 
leaving until I have a chance to take a shot at the men who 
killed my family.” 

 “Darlin, I was a fugitive for decades. I know how these 
things work. And Betsy agrees with me.” Logan‟s voice was 
remarkably calm as he folded the top of the bag closed and 
clipped it, then tossed it on the bed and glanced around. 

 “She‟s not my legal guardian or anything,” Helena said 
sharply. “I‟m glad you two have this all worked out, but I 
have some say in what I‟m going to do—” 

 “Hush,” Logan said with sudden fierceness, glancing up, 
sniffing, his posture tense and alert. 
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 “Lord,” Helena said, rolling her eyes. “We‟ve resorted to 
dramatics?” 

 “Stay here and arm yourself,” he said rapidly, striding 
towards the ladder that led up to the roof. 

 “Why?” she demanded, startled. 

 “We‟re being surrounded. I‟m gonna go do what I can,” 
he said, hauling himself up with his arms as he poked his 
boots onto the ladder‟s rungs. 

 She ran to the over to the ladder, looking up at him. 
“Logan! I can fight too! And I don‟t hear anything.” 

 He peered down at her. “I know you can fight. Look, 
I‟m gonna clear a path, then I‟ll come back for you. Keep yer 
head down.” With fluid grace he climbed the rest of the 
ladder and unlocked the roof access, letting himself out into 
the clear morning. 

 Helena bit her lip, then jogged over to the bed and 
picked up her silenced pistol. 

 

 Logan ran, hunched over, along the side of the 
warehouse roof. He approached the ladder on the other side, 
and he saw a gloved hand reach up to the top rung. Logan 
gave up on stealth and sprinted towards the ladder, his 
footsteps banging on the metal roof. A startled head rose 
into view, and Logan slide tackled it. 

 His boot smacked into the man‟s face; nowhere to 
dodge, the man was propelled back, losing his grip. He 
peeled over backwards and fell from the third story with a 
piercing scream. Logan slid out over empty space for a 
moment as he snatched at the ladder. Four more clung to the 
ladder looking up. He grinned to himself. 

 The thug under him on the ladder held on with one 
hand, his other dipping into his coat after a gun. Logan slid 
down and slammed his boot heel into the man‟s forehead, 
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driven by his surprising weight. The thug was knocked loose 
at once, and Logan slid on down into the confusion as the 
thug pinwheeled, balancing with just his feet on the rungs for 
a precious second. Then he was flailing as he overbalanced 
into empty space and toppled with a desperate yell. 

 The two thugs on the lower end of the ladder started 
sliding down as the third pulled a knife and jabbed up at 
Logan. Logan held on to the ladder and twisted, kicking the 
knife out of his hand, then he dropped. He thrust both boots 
into the man‟s chest, knocking the air from him in a whoosh. 
He flexed, slamming his knees against the ladder to lever the 
thug away from it. And the third thug fell all the way to the 
ground, where he landed with a sickening thud. 

 As Logan slid towards the ground, the two remaining 
thugs got clear of the ladder, pulled out their silenced pistols, 
and opened fire. He was sliding fast, and the bullets panged 
and whinged around him as they rebounded from the ladder 
and punched into the sheet metal wall. He kicked off, sailing 
down to smash his full weight into one of the shooters; the 
other shot him in the chest. 

 He reeled for a moment, then spun and thrust out a kick 
that hit the man in the knee. Bone crunched, and Logan 
slapped his gun aside and snatched his jacket, swinging him 
into the wall of the warehouse with a breathless thud. His 
elbow drove across the man‟s head, knocking him 
unconscious. 

 Logan spared a moment to crouch in the midst of the 
five fallen hitters as his burning chest healed, pushing the hot 
bullet out of his flesh. 

 A moment of prodding got him three silenced pistols, a 
sniper rifle, and a handful of grenades; regarding the 
pineapple fragmentation explosives, he shook his head and 
swore softly. Then he pocketed the loot, the casings clicking 
against each other as he stuffed them in his pockets and 
snatched up extra clips. He slung the rifle over his shoulder. 
Leaving the bodies, some still alive, Logan darted along the 
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shadowy side of the warehouse as his mouth went dry. 
Helena. Inside. 

 He had better make this quick. 

 Squatting, he peered around the corner of the building. 
He saw a group of maybe ten, dressed to kill. Their „bdu‟s 
and flak vests and masks were very paramilitary, and he 
scowled. Out of sight around the corner, he pulled three 
grenades from his belt and looped a finger through each pin. 
He yanked the pins, then pivoted around the corner and 
flung the double handful of explosives. Two of the soldiers 
glanced over and saw him, they raised their guns as the 
grenades clattered and rolled towards them— 

 Logan‟s hands whipped around behind him, yanking the 
pistols out of his belt. One soldier got a shot off at him and 
missed, then the grenades went off. Some soldiers dove for 
cover, but most got caught by flying bits of grenade casing as 
the deafening boom roared around them. Staggered, 
scattered, and badly hurt, the survivors of the blast hit the 
ground. 

 Logan whipped the pistols up, and they spat as he lined 
up on the mob soldiers, shooting them in the heads and legs, 
whatever he could make out in the boiling smoke. 

 Cocking his head, Logan heard the thud of a helicopter 
rotor closing in fast. He turned and sprinted down the alley. 
The chopper was moving fast. Damn fast. 

 He rounded the corner of the warehouse when the 
helicopter roared into view overhead; Logan slid down on his 
back as he slung the sniper rifle around, and his mind 
immediately sized up the helicopter. Not military grade, just a 
shooting platform. The side was open, and a man leaned out 
with a machinegun. Logan grinned. 

 He fired with the sniper rifle, not aiming for the gunner. 
The bullet punched through the bottom of the chopper, 
under the pilot‟s compartment; not a square hit. A startled 
face peered down through a side window, then the chopper 
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veered violently to the side. Bullets puffed their impacts up 
from the pavement next to Logan as the helicopter‟s sudden 
movement threw the gunner‟s aim off. Logan fired several 
shots at the gunner, using the scope. The third shot snipped 
through his body, ignoring his vest. He slumped in the 
straps, and Logan emptied the gun into the underside of the 
helicopter. Trailing a thin stream of smoke, the helicopter 
pulled away, thudding off over the rooftops. Logan rolled to 
his feet as a square armored truck roared out of an alley, 
screeching to a stop. 

 Men poured out of the back of the truck, and Logan 
dove for the corner of the warehouse as the first hail of 
bullets blasted towards him. Rolling to his feet out of their 
line of fire, he sprinted away; sure enough, a grenade tore a 
hole in the corner of the warehouse with a hollow boom, and 
Logan was knocked off his feet by the wash of force and 
heat. He toppled, rolling, then he was on his feet and running 
again. 

 The first hotshot slid around the corner, spotting him 
and lining up and firing. Logan tumbled forward in a 
somersault as he gripped his pistols; landing sideways, prone 
and skidding on the filthy alley street, Logan lined up and 
shot back. The flak vest didn‟t help the mob soldier against a 
head shot. The bullet punched through his face, spraying his 
brain out the back of his head. Logan dropped one of his 
guns, fumbling in a coat pocket. 

 Instinct warned him; he rolled on his back, pointing his 
gun up, and spotted two thugs on the roof. He squeezed off 
a couple shots as they lined up with rifles, rifles with enough 
power to put him down for the count. The gun bucked and 
spat, the silencer wearing through. Both men jerked with the 
force of the bullets tearing through them, and they fell back 
out of sight. 

 Logan‟s free hand gripped a grenade. He rolled over to a 
kneeling position, yanking the pin out with his unnaturally 
strong teeth. He flung the grenade as three men ran around 
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the corner, following their slain teammate. The grenade 
bounced twice, and they scattered as it went off. Logan‟s gun 
sent rapid questing bullets after them, then he was on his feet 
running towards the corner they had been rounding. 

 His eyes darted over the fallen, and he spotted a gun 
that looked like a tube with a stock and a trigger. Grinning, 
he scooped it up, and yanked the bandoleer off the man who 
had been carrying it. He stuffed his pistol in his waistband, 
expertly snapping the grenade launcher open so the empty 
casing twirled up into the air. He slotted another grenade in 
and tilted the gun shut, then he risked a peek around the 
corner. 

 Four men huddled around the van, rifles aimed at his 
position. He barely yanked his head back before the high 
velocity bullets banged and slammed on the edge of the 
building, some whipping past into the urban maze beyond. 

 Logan flung himself out, diving into their field of fire 
with wild abandon as he lined up with the grenade launcher. 
A bullet hit him in the leg as he pulled the trigger, but the 
grenade blasted out with a hollow hoot and slammed into the 
windshield of the armored truck, flame blooming around the 
heavy boom. 

 The shooters were scattered as Logan slapped down and 
rolled, pain streaking through his leg. A few bullets skipped 
and sang around him. He dragged the pistol out of his 
waistband and fired on the staggered mob soldiers, knocking 
two of them down. The other two turned and ran behind the 
smoking truck. Logan knew the truck hadn‟t really been 
damaged, but its windshield was sooty black and it would be 
difficult to drive.  

 Rolling to his feet, Logan retreated back around the 
corner, reloading the grenade launcher. Sirens wailed, coming 
closer. Frowning, Logan limped towards the front of the 
warehouse. To go in the front door.  
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 “Helena,” he muttered to himself, hoping she was 
alright. 

* 

 Helena had been fuming and annoyed until the grenades 
went off by the front door, punctuated by sporadic gunfire. 
She had slunk back into the shadow of the office on the 
gantry, looking down into the shadowed warehouse. As the 
helicopter thudded by overhead, she saw three shadows 
separate themselves from the gloom of the cargo piled in the 
warehouse. 

 From the balcony, she couldn‟t see their eyes. But they 
moved with coordinated, smooth grace, like hunting sharks. 
Each carried a pistol. They moved silently, wearing dark 
suits, their eyes everywhere, and she felt cold sweat bead on 
her skin. 

 The helicopter rattled the light fixtures with its roaring 
proximity; more gunfire outside. Helena sank down to one 
knee, knowing Logan must surely be dead or run off by now. 
She lined up with her wavering pistol, aiming at one of the 
three men, targeting his head. Her hand shook, she bit her 
lip. 

 Then she recognized one of the elite hit men that 
worked for the Botticelli‟s, and something hardened inside 
her.  

 Outside, the helicopter swooped off, but she heard a 
bang, and a corner of the building was torn open by an 
explosion. Two men looked towards the corner, the other 
scanned the opposite direction in case it was a distraction. 

 His eyes locked on Helena. Too late. 

 She pulled the trigger, slamming a bullet through his 
head. His arms drifted stupidly as he staggered, then keeled 
over. Helena rolled backwards as bullets punched through 
the side of the office, banged off the steel of the balcony. 
Her heart raced as she ducked back around and sprinted 
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down the other end of the long balcony. She didn‟t hear the 
hit men, and that was somehow worse. 

 Gunfire outside, another explosion. How could that still 
be going on? She jumped at the wall, kicking off it and 
managing to get high enough to snag a rafter. She pulled 
herself up with athletic grace and held very still, gun slick in 
her trembling hand. Sirens wailed closer. 

 One of the hit men had found his way to the balcony, 
where the office was. Cautious, he moved with subtle and 
professional ease, his gun and eyes everywhere, checking the 
situation as he cautiously approached. She lined up on him, 
and he hesitated, as though his instinct could feel a gun 
pointed at him. He stepped to the side, cautious. 

 Then he spotted her. 

 She fired, but he ducked aside and shot back; she 
tumbled back out of the rafters as the bullet threw sparks, 
ricocheting behind where her body mass had hidden. She hit 
the floor tumbling; the classes she had taken in gymnastics 
were suddenly life and death. She rolled the impact away, 
hopping up and diving over the railing as two bullets 
streaked in her wake. Her speed was surprising even to her. 
Adrenaline coursed through her, and everything was surreal. 

 As she sailed out over open space, she spotted the 
second hit man standing at the bottom of the stairs. He saw 
her too, and she had nowhere to go as his gun lined up on 
her— 

 The door banged open, and Logan fired a snub rifle; a 
grenade slammed into the hit man‟s back, knocking him 
forward, then it popped. The mighty bang of the detonation 
washed him in fire, blowing him apart. Logan tossed the tube 
aside with a clatter, yanking his pistol out and seeking cover. 

 Helena fell over twenty feet, but she angled herself to 
land rolling; dizzy, shocked almost unconscious, she toppled 
over to pant in the shadow of a stack of crates, every inch of 
her body in pain. 
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 “You okay?” Logan barked. 

 “Yeah,” she managed to call weakly. 

 “You shot?” 

 “No,” she replied. 

 He ran over to the stairs that led up to the balcony. He 
got to the second landing when the hit man ghosted out of 
the shadows, shooting him in the back. Logan toppled 
forward, twisting, and slammed down on his side as he 
returned fire. The hit man shot him in the head, and the 
bullet rang off his skull as Logan drilled him right through 
the center. The big man sank back into shadow, and Logan 
lay panting for a moment before he dragged himself to his 
feet and jogged back down the stairs. He closed in on 
Helena. 

 “We gotta go,” he said as sirens pulled up in front of the 
building. “Now.” 

 Mute, she followed him as he dragged her along, 
gripping her wrist. “I found an old service corridor,” Logan 
said, leading her back into a storeroom. “This comes out 
across the street.” He dragged some crates aside, hauled a 
trap door open. She obediently climbed down into it and 
followed him through the dark, though she could see 
nothing. His hard grip on her wrist led her on, on through 
the utter blackness. Then she heard him wrench a bar, and a 
trap door was flung open. He let go of her to climb the 
ladder, and she was right behind him as he emerged into a 
musty cellar. 

 Emergency vehicles flung red and blue lights across the 
walls, shining in through the dusty windows high up on the 
walls of the cellar. Outside, radios crackled and car doors 
slammed, orders were shouted, guns cocked. Logan 
pressured Helena to her knees, he knelt with her as he fished 
in his pocket. She sat numbly. He pulled handi-wipes from 
his pocket, tore the package open, pulled one out. 
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 “We‟re almost clear,” he said soothingly. “We‟re gonna 
go get on a bus, then we‟re going to a garage where I‟ve got a 
car just in case this sort of thing happens. So just stick with 
me, don‟t say anything, and trust me. We‟ll be out of this in 
no time.” His voice was gentle as he quickly rubbed traces of 
smoke and blood off the minor cuts on Helena‟s face and 
hands. He nodded to himself, opened another wipe, and 
cleaned his own face and hands. Then he stuffed the wipes in 
his pocket, and took her by the hand. His grip was hard, 
canny, powerful. He led her to the stairs, up and out the back 
door of an office building. The alarm went off as he pushed 
their way out, but they were already moving down the street, 
swinging up onto a bus. 

 Logan paid the machine with exact change, and they 
took their seat on the bus. He let out a deep breath. Helena 
watched him curiously for a long moment, as though she had 
never seen him before, then she gazed out the window. 
Logan leaned back, simply waiting. Overhead, a police 
helicopter closed in on the scene of the battle. 

 “That was close,” Logan muttered. 

 Helena had nothing to say to that. 

 

CHAPTER SIX 

 Logan slipped a stack of folded bills to the lanky man in 
the grease-stained jumpsuit, then he took the car key and 
lowered himself into the roomy sedan. He glanced over at 
Helena as he started the car, then he drove out of the murky 
garage and hit the street. 

 The car nosed up an onramp to the interstate, and 
Helena stirred. “I‟d like to go to my family‟s house,” she said. 
“I want my father‟s gun.” 

 He looked at her sharply. “You‟re kidding, right? 
They‟ve got that place buttoned up. No way. We‟re leaving 
Chicago,” he added with a note of finality. 
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 She was quiet as Logan steered into the congested mess 
of the interstate. Several miles later, she cleared her throat. “I 
suppose one gun is much like another,” she said, considering 
the heavy weight of the gun she held. She began unscrewing 
the silencer. 

 Logan glanced over at her, but said nothing in reply. 

 

 Hours later, Logan pulled off the interstate and ground 
to a halt at a rest station. He got out of the car and stretched, 
glancing around. Only one other car here. He nodded to 
himself. Then he headed for the restroom. 

 When he came back out, Helena stood by the car, 
regarding him with a solemn gaze. “You took several 
bullets,” she said. “I saw them hit you. There was blood on 
your clothes. Before you changed.” 

 “Yep,” he nodded. “I‟m a quick healer.” 

 “What else are you?” she asked bluntly. “Besides a quick 
healer.” 

 His eyes darkened. “Don‟t matter, long as I‟m on your 
side,” he said in a low voice that managed not to growl. 

 “It matters to me,” she said quietly. “I want to know 
what sort of thing killed my family and destroyed my life. 
Before I take my revenge.” She raised the pistol, holding it 
steady with both hands, unerringly centered on Logan‟s 
chest. Her eyes were almost luminescent. 

 Logan heaved a sigh, then dug in his jacket for a cigar, a 
lighter. Helena didn‟t shoot him. She knew he didn‟t have a 
gun. He lit the cigar, taking his time, then clapped the lighter 
shut and dropped it in his pocket. “I‟m glad, actually,” he 
said in a slightly rough voice. “Tired a pussyfootn around the 
issue.” 

 He squinted at Helena. “I‟m an experiment, a super 
soldier experiment that got loose and ran around as a fugitive 
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for longer than you been alive. I have a metal skeleton, a 
healing factor that lets me shrug off gunfire, heightened 
senses, and metal claws that pop out a my arms. But you 
guessed that part, didn‟t you.” 

 Emotion was pooling and rising behind her 
expressionless face, and her gun did not waver. He glanced 
up at the sun. 

 “See,” he continued, “the bastards that experimented on 
me took their time and it hurt a lot. But one day they got 
careless. Half wild from all the drugs and torture, I got loose 
and managed to hack my way clear. But that made an 
impression on me,” he admitted. “Every time some 
psychotic bastards stick me in a cage and drug me and 
torture me, then a little piece a mean I keep in the back a my 
head comes out. I go berserk, and every sicko and thug that 
gets between me and the door out gets ripped. Guns or no 
guns.” He took a drag on the cigar, paying attention to the 
nuance of its taste. 

 “You. Killed. My family,” Helena managed, grasping the 
fact, trying to fit it into her life. Tears pushed at the back of 
her eyes, at the base of her voice. 

 Logan nodded stiffly. “Three guys beating a fourth guy 
to death behind a gas station. I went to stop it, they shot me 
down and captured me. Didn‟t expect a gunfight, see, and I 
didn‟t react in time when it turned nasty. I wasn‟t supposed 
to survive, but I did. So sadism and curiosity pushed them ta 
take me home. See what else I could live through. Try to 
figure out what I am.” He sighed. “It‟s the story a my life.” 

 Tears welled up in Helena‟s eyes as the gun barrel began 
to tremble slightly. “Elizabeth knew,” she breathed as her 
mind raced back through the time she had spent with them. 
Betrayal thrilled through her nerves. 

 “Do you think she was teaching you to fight? To kill?” 
Logan asked quietly, a touch of impatience in his voice. “Use 
your instinct, it‟s brought you this far. She knew it would.” 
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He puffed on his cigar. “She wanted you to learn to be a real 
warrior, and killin people is only a small part a that.” 

 “What‟s it about, then?” Helena demanded, her mind 
roaring and confused. 

 “Knowing how to go home when the fight is done,” 
Logan replied softly. 

 “My family is dead,” Helena snarled. “I have no home.” 

 “Make a new one,” Logan nodded. “Many times as it 
takes. Know how to let the fight be over. The best revenge is 
living well.” He looked away, down to the interstate. “Betsy 
wanted you to be able to defend yourself. She wanted you to 
be strong enough to choose your own path. So if you wanted 
to paint Chicago red with the Botticelli‟s and whoever else, 
and me, then fine. You know enough to take a shot at it.” He 
looked her in the eye. 

 “But,” he added, “she also wanted you to be strong 
enough that if you wanted to walk away, then they couldn‟t 
catch you. Because if you go after all your enemies, sooner or 
later you fall down. That‟s just the way revenge works. Don‟t 
know how you feel about that. But if you go gunnin fer all 
the people who are after you, and me on top, then you got a 
world a hurt ahead.” His eyes were serious, deep. 

 She could hardly see. 

 “Takes a lot a strength,” Logan murmured, “letting go 
of revenge. Choosing the path of life over the path of death. 
Life‟s a lot harder.” Then he shut up, took another drag on 
his cigar, enjoying it as though it were his last. 

 The gun bucked, a bullet smacked into Logan‟s chest 
and knocked him off his feet. He thudded down on his back, 
and a choked sob tore loose of Helena. The gun clattered to 
the pavement, and she dropped to her knees, quivering, 
weeping. 

 Logan lay on his back; he blinked once, then flicked the 
cigar away. He felt his flesh close, tight around the hot bullet, 
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pushing it out. Sharp pain from the cut of the entry wound 
resonated with the dull throb of hurt where his metal 
skeleton had been jarred by the impact, but he gave all that a 
moment to subside as he listened to Helena‟s wrenching, 
shuddering sobs. 

 He rolled over slowly, then rose to his feet and took a 
few steps, looming over Helena. 

 “You can take the car if you want,” he said in a hoarse 
voice. “You can go wherever you want, do what you have to 
do. Or you can come with me.” He paused. “This is it. This 
is the only time I‟ll offer to help you find a place.” His brows 
were drawn with something like anger, his face impassive. 

 She gulped down her emotions, looking up at him, 
blinded by a blur of tears. Then she reached up and took his 
hand, her forehead printed with resolve and pain. 

 He nodded to himself, helping her to her feet. He 
walked her around and let her into the passenger side of the 
car. Then, he returned to where she had been kneeling. He 
squatted and picked up the gun. As he rose, he examined it, 
not really seeing the weapon. 

 Drawing his arm back, he threw the gun towards the 
woods. It arced through the air, spinning end for end, and 
bashed through a bush some distance back from the eaves of 
the forest.  

 Logan sniffed, nodded to himself, and got in the car. 

 They drove east together, wordless. 

 

Wednesday, January 14, 2004 

 Wide empty sky, stamped with an orange moon; the living world 
all around 

 Rolling green grass in all direction, soft thin hair tickling his jaw; 
a girl 
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 Bright red hair, green eyes, smile—hide go seek? Hide go seek, 
daddy! 

 She toddled towards the forest, he hesitates; the overcast gloom of 
dream logic dread spins around him, he feels the world itself turning and 
constricting him 

 

 Logan woke with a start. Sleet tapped at the window, 
and for a few seconds he didn‟t know where he was. Then 
the stink of a Motel 8 sank in, and he managed to rub at his 
groggy face. Damn. 

 With a deep rattling rumble, a semi rolled by the motel 
and the windows trembled. Logan sighed, his heart still 
thudding hard. 

 “Good morning,” Helena said in a small voice, watching 
him from the only chair in the small room. 

 He managed a smile. “Mornin,” he said. “Sleep good?”  

 “Not a wink,” she replied. 

 He rolled off the bed, standing. With a stretch, his 
muscles pulled his skeleton back into shape; metallic ringing 
pops and clicks echoed through the room. 

 “You okay?” Helena asked, her voice oddly muted. 

 “Fine,” he shrugged. “Just dreams. You know…” He 
hesitated, then shook his head. “I used to dream about the 
Project sometimes. But these dreams. I never had them 
before.” He rubbed at his face, then he opened the mini 
fridge. Pulled out the milk carton, kicked the fridge shut, 
opened a box of cereal, dumped some in a bowl. He paused. 
“Pretty vivid.” 

 “So how long were you a fugitive?” Helena asked. “You 
act like this is all pretty old hat.” 

 “Couple decades,” Logan shrugged. “Doesn‟t matter. 
After a while, it all blends together.” 
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 “So how old are you?” she asked, curious. 

 He regarded her, a smile lurking in his eyes. “Damn. 
Forgot to get you that word search book.” He shook his 
head. “I don‟t even know. A side effect of the healing factor 
is that my body seems to have forgotten it‟s supposed to 
break down as it gets older.” 

 Helena thought that over as Logan munched on cereal. 
He leaned back on the counter, and she studied him. “How 
did you meet Ms. Bradley?” she asked. 

 “She got suckered into the Project,” Logan said. “They 
sent her to hunt me.” 

 “Her? To hunt you?” Helena echoed, surprised. “Oh 
yeah,” she nodded. “Because she‟s a ninja.” 

 “She wasn‟t then,” Logan said. “Look, you don‟t need to 
know my life story.” 

 “So how did she become a ninja?” Helena asked. 

 Logan chuckled. “You just don‟t know when to quit,” 
he muttered. “That might come in handy for you someday.” 

 “None of your answers connect,” Helena shrugged. “I 
can‟t build a picture, can‟t make a story.” 

 Logan heaved a sigh. “Betsy was a fashion model in 
England. She studied literature. Graduated early, manifested 
psychic powers, and went to experts to be analyzed. The 
Project snapped her up, used her to follow people and find 
fugitives. She thought it was a big game, a contest, an 
adventure.” He looked down into his mostly empty bowl. 
“Till she met me.” 

 “How did you meet?” Helena asked as she cozied back 
into her chair. 

 Logan sighed. “Louisiana swamps, me an a fellow 
fugitive were runnin through the muck chased by Project 
goons. And they didn‟t have ta track us, they had Betsy 
followin our brain patterns. So I had him run a diversion, 
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and I circled around and jumped the psycher. She was on a 
fan-boat; standin there in a jumpsuit, she had earrings on. I 
remember that. Purty hair, all flowin in the wind. An she was 
concentratin on Remy, the other fugitive. I popped up outa 
that swamp, grabbed her leg like a gator would, an yanked 
her down in the soup with me. She put up a struggle, an I 
was about ta skewer her. But I didn‟t,” he shrugged.  

 He polished off his cereal, chewing with loud crunches. 
Helena waited. “And?” she said. 

 “Mm,” Logan nodded, rinsing out the empty bowl. “I 
dragged her off behind some trees, an kinda yelled at her a 
little bit. She didn‟t take me serious. I sorta had my claws at 
her throat, but she couldn‟t take over my brain, and I just 
couldn‟t bring myself ta kill her. So I told her ta go into my 
head an see what they did ta me.” He shook his head. “Left 
me wide open, she coulda killed me right there by fryin my 
brain an lettin me drown in knee deep water. I don‟t float,” 
he explained. 

 “But instead?” Helena prompted. 

 “She saw what the Project did to me. Saw the torture, 
the experiments. Moved her to tears. I think I fell in love 
right then,” he admitted, perhaps to himself. “She decided on 
the spot she wouldn‟t have anything else to do with the 
Project. She pulled enough secrets out of Bryant‟s brain to 
back him off. After all, if they made a move to take her in or 
kill her, and they failed, then she had a deep bag of dirty 
tricks that she could start advertising. Tell everyone who 
Bryant was, what he had done. So he let her walk away." 

 “Who taught her to fight like a ninja?” Helena asked. 

 Logan scowled at her slightly. “Awright, get dressed. I 
want to get to New York by this afternoon.” He turned from 
her and grabbed at some more clothes, tugging them on. 
Helena obediently finished her brief packing. 
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 The interstate rolled away under them, and Helena 
turned to Logan. “So who taught Ms. Bradley to fight like a 
ninja?” she said. 

 Logan eyed her, grumpy. “About four years ago she was 
suckered into working for the Parapsychological Studies 
Institute. Pure research, involving psychers. She joined up, 
still hoping to understand her talents and use them for 
something good. That lured her out of hiding. Well, turns 
out the fella behind the institute was a powerful psycher 
named Xavier. And he kept his presence secret, but he had 
met Betsy before, when both of them worked for the 
Project. So he lured her to his Institute, and cut a deal with 
some ninja master. Betsy was an experiment to make a super-
soldier, a psionic ninja. They brainwashed her and hyped her 
up on hard core combat technique, took bout a year training 
and transforming her. Then they wanted a test.” 

 He watched the other cars float along, speeds relative to 
his. “They leaked information to Remy, that other fugitive 
from the swamp. So he‟d break in an rescue her. He got me 
on board, an we snuck in there to get our butts kicked by 
their new superninja. They even changed her looks so she‟d 
seem Asian.” He shook his head, pausing. 

 “How did she break her brainwashing?” Helena asked. 

 “She poked inta my brain,” Logan shrugged. “Tolja I‟m 
a mess upstairs. And the shock… well, when she went in my 
brain the first time, it changed her life. So the second time 
kinda jump-started who she usta be. And we broke outa 
there,” he added, “an we lived happily ever after.” 

 “But not together,” Helena clarified. 

 Logan threw her a sharp look. “We both got ghosts, kid. 
We both got skeletons that don‟t stay in their closets. I still 
gotta keep an eye out for the Project, an she‟s had to deal 
with the ninja clan that trained her. They don‟t like their 
secrets out in the open. It‟s just too damn risky.” 
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 Helena watched him shrewdly, and drew her own 
conclusions. 

 “Quit pesterin me,” Logan growled, eyes on the road. 
“That‟s more‟n you need ta know.” 

 “Okay,” Helena relented. “There‟s still a lot you‟re not 
telling me.” 

 “Life aint an open book,” Logan replied. “The version a 
history that survives is the one the winners write. An you 
better believe the winners have the right to pick an choose 
the details that make it into the record. This much is true,” 
he added, his voice strangely soft. “Betsy an me both came to 
our power through pain that totally changed us. We had to 
suffer for what we got. An the power of story is sometimes 
the only power you got.” He looked over at her, his eyes 
oddly bright. 

 “See, that‟s why Betsy didn‟t tell you,” he said. He 
looked back to the road. “Didn‟t tell you it was me. Didn‟t 
tell you that your family jumped me, tortured me until I 
could either kill everyone on my way out, or just die. She let 
you wonder. Because of story. You needed a motive so you 
could learn what she had to teach you. You had to have a 
story to drive you. A need that would push you past the 
tiredness and frustration, keep you goin when you were 
plumb outta juice.” 

 Helena stared. 

 Logan went on. “You are the curious type, you need an 
end to the story. So she knew you‟d push yourself until you 
got one. And she wanted you to have skills and strength.” He 
glanced in his rearview. “People always try ta hijack yer path. 
Betsy wanted you to be strong enough to choose your own 
way. An if you throw yourself away on revenge, then that‟s 
yer choice. But you don‟t have to,” he said quietly. 

 “Seems like a dangerous game,” Helena said, trying not 
to sound as cold as she felt. 
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 “Yep,” Logan said shortly. 

 After a long moment of silence, he turned on the radio. 

 

CHAPTER SIX 

 Helena blearily glanced at the dashboard clock; it was 
shortly after eight thirty as Logan parked the car on a side 
street, surrounded by the towers of civilization in the thriving 
city of New York. 

 “Where are we?” she asked, stretching and fighting back 
the muzziness of drowsing in a car. 

 “I need you to be more canny, pick up some finesse I 
can‟t teach ya. So we‟re here ta see somebody I know who 
can help you.” He got out of the car and slammed the door, 
hunching into his jacket. He walked around to the sidewalk, 
then stretched as far as his short frame would let him. Helena 
got out of the warm cocoon of the car and stretched too, 
braced by the cold, polluted slap in the face that the New 
York air provided. 

 Logan trotted up the stairs to a shop set up slightly 
higher than the sidewalk. Helena noted the name; “The 
Dusky Rose Dance Studio”. A glance through the wide 
windows that fronted the shop showed students doing a final 
reverence bow to their instructor. 

 Helena followed Logan inside, and he stood 
comfortably at the back of the studio. Helena sized up the 
teacher; she was slender, but very strong. Her body was trim 
and fit, making it difficult to guess her age. She had styled 
crimson hair, pale skin, and sharp eyes that missed nothing. 
She finished a bit of chatting with her students as they 
packed their gear up and prepared to leave, then she found 
her way over to Logan and Helena. 

 “Natasha,” Logan said, “been a while.” 
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 “Glad to see you back in New York,” Natasha replied, 
her voice stamped by a Russian accent. “Who is your 
friend?” 

 “This is Helena,” Logan replied. “I was wondering if she 
could study in your dojo.” 

 “They call it a dance studio,” Natasha replied, amused. 
She nodded. “Well, let‟s see. Follow me,” she said to Helena. 
She walked over to the barre, a metal pole spanning the 
length of the studio, bolted to the mirrored wall. Helena 
dropped her backpack and shrugged out of her coat, handing 
it to Logan. The last of the students were leaving as Natasha 
regarded Helena. 

 “Well, what have you got?” she said. 

 “I have studied dance and ballet since I was old enough 
to walk,” Helena replied. “I‟ve been in contests. Shows.” She 
shrugged. “What do you want to see?” 
 “Show me plies,” Natasha said, and Helena did a series 
of graceful knee bends. Natasha cocked an eyebrow. “Very 
good. Tendus.” Helena pointed her toe, her leg made of grace 
and power as she demonstrated several variants. 

 Natasha glanced at Logan, then back at Helena. 
“Excellent. Releves.” Helena rose from flat feet to toe points, 
half points. 

 “Enough barre work,” Natasha said crisply, heading out 
to the middle of the mat. “Let me see your ports de bras.” 
Helena followed, then gracefully swayed, her arms moving in 
proscribed patterns. Natasha strolled over to Logan. 

 “She‟s good,” Natasha shrugged. “What‟s the game?” 

 “I was thinkin you could take her under your wing, 
polish her up a bit,” Logan said under his breath. “She‟s the 
last survivor of a mob family hit, in Chicago.” 

 “The Bertinellis,” Natasha nodded sagely. “Right. So 
what, jujitsu? Maybe some tradecraft?” 
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 “Yeah, the works. Just do what you do,” Logan grinned. 
“She‟s a black belt, and Betsy showed her a couple tricks this 
last week. You got somethin ta work with.” 

 Natasha turned back to Helena. “Very good,” she said. 
“We can see your adagio and allegra a bit later.  

 “Are you a ninja too?” Helena asked as she rejoined 
Logan and Natasha. Natasha laughed. 

 “No, merely a super-spy,” she chuckled. “I learned my 
moves in Mother Russia.” 

 “Oh,” Helena said, eyes widened. “I‟m keeping 
company with English teachers and ballet instructors. I never 
expected to be this subversive.” Her wry grin was almost 
sheepish.  

 “You are going over to Stark‟s place now, right?” 
Natasha asked Logan. “He will be very disappointed that you 
visited me first.” 

 “So don‟t tell him,” Logan shrugged. He grinned a bit 
wolfishly. “See you later,” he said. 

 “Very nice meeting you,” Helena added politely. 

 Natasha smiled to herself. “Take care,” she said, and her 
guests left. 

 “Whaddya think?” Logan asked as they headed for the 
car. “You could learn a lot from her.” 

 “She seems nice enough,” Helena shrugged. 

 “That‟s how it always starts,” Logan muttered, “but they 
don‟t stay nice.” They dropped into the car, and Logan pulled 
out into traffic. “Now we‟re gonna meet my boss, Stark. An I 
want you ta meet my adopted son and daughter.” 

 Helena frowned. “Why are you doing this? Showing me 
your life?” 

 Logan paused, changing lanes. “I guess I feel bad,” he 
said quietly. “About your situation, your family. I am not 
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ashamed of what I did,” he clarified, “but it seems like the 
people who get hurt the worst are the people that didn‟t have 
anything ta do with it.” He glanced over at her. “I took your 
life away from you, your place. And everybody needs a place 
in this world. Me? I‟ve had to start over lotsa times, and it‟s 
always hard. But I wanted you to see… see the place I made 
for myself. If you don‟t want ta be part a my life, I 
understand,” he added quickly. “But I want you ta see it‟s 
possible to start over. Many times as it takes.” 

 “I don‟t like starting over,” she said, her voice muted. 

 “Neither do I,” he replied quietly. “Neither do I.” 

* 

 They pulled up to the security station outside the 
massive industrial complex. Logan handed his identification 
to the security guard. 

 “Welcome back, Mr. Rasputin,” the guard said, handing 
his i.d. back. Logan nodded at him with a grin, and the gates 
rolled open. Logan drove inside as Helena looked around, 
surprised. 

 “What do you do here?” she asked. 

 “Security specialist,” he replied shortly. Then he pulled 
over to a parking lot, and they left the car. He got out, and as 
he was headed for a side building, the door opened to the 
main complex and a trim executive strode out. 

 Logan grinned. “Anthony Stark, as I live and breathe, 
it‟s been a while.” 

 “Logan, you stray mutt, glad you found your way home 
eventually,” Stark said with a broad smile. He approached, 
clasping Logan‟s hand. Then he stood back and looked him 
over. “Same Logan,” he said. “That‟s good. Pleased to meet 
you too, Ms. Bertinelli.” 

 “The pleasure is mine,” she replied, ruffled, and she 
shook his hand. “How—?” 
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 “Natasha called,” Stark shrugged. “So is Ms. Bertinelli 
going to be staying with you?” he asked Logan delicately. 

 “She‟s a friend,” Logan replied. “Ran into some trouble 
in Chicago, so she‟s going to be staying in New York until 
things blow over.” 

 “The famous Stark safehouse maneuver,” Stark 
muttered, but his heart wasn‟t in the grousing. They walked 
into a side wing on the complex, out of the winter chill. 

 “Logan!” boomed a voice from the other end of the 
corridor. “Security notified me that you checked in!” A tall, 
broad, muscular man trotted down the hall towards them, 
beaming. “So good to see my diminutive friend once more!” 

 “I timed it, Pete,” Logan said mildly. “You got through 
almost ten seconds before the first insult.” He turned to 
Helena. “This here is Piotr Rasputin, cultural liaison. Yeah, 
it‟s a nasty joke, but Stark can be a mean piker. Pete here is 
my adopted son.” He grinned. 

 They headed down the hallway. “This here is the 
administrative wing,” Logan said, “and at the other end of 
this wing is housing, where Pete an me live, and sometimes 
others. Stark‟s got a big fancy house,” he confided. “Anyway, 
you‟ll get the full tour later.” 

 “Good to see you again, I‟ve got some business to take 
care of,” Stark said. “Welcome back.” He smiled. 

 “Good ta be home,” Logan nodded. “See ya in the 
mornin.” Stark took his leave and headed down another 
corridor, leaving the other three to continue on to the 
apartments. 

 “You are a very beautiful woman,” Piotr said 
unabashedly. “What is your name, that I may put words to 
your lovely eyes?” 

 “What the hell?” Logan squinted at Piotr, who ignored 
him. 
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 “Helena Bertinelli,” she replied. “Seems you‟re the last 
to know.” She smiled at him. 

 “Get usta that,” Logan muttered. 

 “Pay no mind to the grumpy midget,” Piotr said 
confidently. “He has too much fur to think clearly. If you 
would like, I have the evening free, and I can give you a 
tour.” 

 She found herself amused by the big man‟s clueless 
charm. “I‟d like that,” she said. 

 “Gawd,” Logan muttered. 

 “This is our common room,” Piotr said as they pushed 
through heavy doors to enter a wide-open room, decked out 
with a small kitchen and a pool table, comfortable furniture, 
and a pinball machine. “We just got a new pinball machine, it 
is a Tales of the Crypt theme. I have become fairly skilled at 
it,” he admitted without a trace of modesty. “We needed a 
new one, as I was so skilled with the Phantom Menace 
pinball machine that I no longer needed more than one 
quarter to play as long as I liked. I am very good at pinball,” 
he confided. 

 “That about sums it up,” Logan sighed. “Hey Junior, 
entertain our guest. I‟m gonna call Yana.” 

 “Do not call me Junior,” Piotr said, a bit exasperated as 
he looked at Helena sideways. “Especially in front of 
company.” 

 “No back talk, boy,” Logan grinned, and he pressed the 
panel that slid a side door open. He stepped into his room. 

 A comforting scent washed him, and his stomach 
tightened as he looked around his room. His room. The 
framed print of a gazebo on the wall, the old easel with a pad 
and markers, his bed, table, kitchenette. He took a deep 
breath, then settled himself in his comfortable chair, and his 
throat was tight for a moment. Home. He was home. 
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 He picked up the phone as he heard the sounds of the 
pinball machine starting up outside. Dialed a number; no 
response. Another number. A third number. 

 “This is Illyana,” said the voice on the other end. “How 
may I help you?”  

 “You could give me a hug, squirt,” he growled into the 
phone, his eyes amused. 

 “Logan? Where are you!” she replied breathlessly. 

 “Stark‟s place,” he replied. He hung up the phone, and 
stood up. 

 A wreath of pale dark flame tore up from the floor, and 
in its wake was a young woman. She was blonde, trim, and 
quite attractive; she hurled herself on Logan, gripping him in 
a fierce hug. “I‟ve missed you!” she said. He hugged her 
back, his heart pounding as a smile hurt his face. 

 She leaned back, holding him where she could look him 
over. “You have a good trip?” she asked. 

 “Had its ups and downs,” he admitted. 

 “So where is Elizabeth?” Illyana asked as she looked 
around puckishly. 

 “She‟ll catch up,” Logan said. He looked into her eyes. 
“Damn, girl, it‟s good to see you again,” he said hoarsely. 

 “Don‟t get all mushy on me,” she replied, eyes bright. 
“You gonna stick around for a while? Did the mighty Great 
White Hunter fetch us an Elizabeth to add to the family?” 

 “Hush, you, fore I gotta take mah belt off an whup yuh 
with it,” he scowled, amused. 

 “Fine, be all mysterious. You had supper?” 

 “Nope,” he said, shaking his head. “Just rolled into 
town. Hey, I got somebody for you ta meet. Helena 
Bertinelli.” He hesitated. “Help her feel welcome, okay?” he 
said. 
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 “You got it,” Illyana replied. Logan opened the door, 
and Illyana followed him out to the common room. 

 “No no no,” Piotr said, shaking his head. “You must not 
let the ball fall between the flippers. That is not successful.” 

 Helena pointed an irritated glare at him. “I know the 
objective of pinball,” she said, trying to remain calm.  

 “Allow me to demonstrate,” he said, his tone pained. 

 “No time for that,” Logan replied. “Let‟s go get some 
supper.” He looked at Illyana. “Illyana Rasputin, this here is 
Helena Bertinelli.” 

 “Pleased to meet you,” Helena said, trying to shake off 
her annoyance. Illyana smiled. 

 “Likewise,” she replied. “You like pizza?” 

 “Luckee‟s Pizza,” Piotr clarified. “And we can play 
darts!” 

 Helena successfully fought the urge to roll her eyes. 
“Fine. Let‟s go.” 

* 

 “A true athlete,” Piotr announced to the dim, cozy pizza 
shop, “is skilled at many sports. Observe.” He focused on 
the dartboard, and let a dart fly. It thudded into the cork, two 
rings from bulls-eye. He raised his muscular arms to a 
scattered cheer, and the other contestant stepped up. 

 “Helena here is a tolerant soul,” Logan confided to 
Illyana. “Took her a whole five minutes ta get fed up with 
Junior.” He grinned. 

 “Want to get us another pitcher?” Illyana asked, peering 
mournfully at her empty glass. Logan nodded, rising and 
scooping up the pitcher. He headed for the bar, and Illyana 
looked over at Helena. 

 “I‟ll bet this is a bit much, after a long drive. You came 
in from Chicago?” 
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 “Yes,” Helena replied shortly, looking very out of place 
in the pizza shop. “You are Logan‟s daughter?” 

 “Sort of,” Illyana shrugged. “More a stray he took in. He 
raised me from childhood, though. He‟s a good guy.” 

 “I‟m sure you‟re right,” Helena muttered, glancing 
around. “How much longer are we going to be here?” 

 “We can leave if you want,” Illyana suggested. “Was 
supper okay?” 

 “Fine,” she said curtly. “I‟m ready to go.” 

 “Okay, give me a sec to settle up, and we‟re on our 
way,” Illyana smiled, trying not to be put off. 

 She headed for the bar, where Logan leaned against it 
looking over the room. He watched her approach, then 
noted Helena rising and leaving alone. 

 “What‟s up?” Logan asked quietly as Illyana leaned on 
the bar next to him. 

 “Not sure,” Illyana replied. “She‟s kinda chilly.” 

 “I‟ll talk to her,” Logan nodded. He reached for his 
wallet. 

 “I got this,” Illyana said, touching his forearm. She 
looked over at her brother. “I‟ll get Piotr home, too. See you 
tomorrow?” Her smile was almost shy. 

 “Count on it,” he nodded. He straightened, and headed 
out of the pizza shop as the crowd cheered another of Piotr‟s 
tosses. 

 Logan caught Helena‟s scent in the jumbled tangle of 
smells that gushed and slithered through the canyons of New 
York. He followed, head down. Rounded a corner to see her 
failing to flag down a taxi. 

 “Somethin wrong?” Logan asked quietly. She spun, 
surprised. 
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 She just stared at him for a long moment. As though 
they had never met. 

 “I‟m not your pet,” she said in a low voice. “I‟m not 
going to join your „family‟. You are pathetic. Collecting 
strays, hoping that if you get enough of them, you can be 
alpha male of your sad little pack.” Tears blurred her eyes. 
“Did you kill her family too?” 

 Logan stared at her. 

 She turned, yelling at the street. “Taxi!” One pulled over, 
and she flung herself down in the back seat. His unnaturally 
sharp hearing heard her direct the driver to the Dusky Rose 
dance studio. The cab drove away as the first flakes of snow 
began to fall. 

 Logan slowly fished a cigar out of his pocket, and a 
lighter. With the practiced reverence of ritual, he clamped the 
cigar in his teeth and ducked to the flame he cupped in one 
hand, then he sent smoke drifting into the polluted air. 

 Snow drifted down around him, noiseless and new. He 
let himself get lost in it. 
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PART TWO 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT 

Friday, January 15, 2004 

 Logan looked into the mirror. He wore pants, but no 
shirt; the scars and welts of his previous adventures had 
faded to nothing on his tough skin, not even shadows 
remaining under the dark mat of his hair. 

 A stepping disk flared in the corner, and Illyana stepped 
into the room. “Hey,” she said conversationally. 

 “I do hope you peeked ahead first ta make sure I wasn‟t 
nekkid,” Logan grinned. 

 “Sure did,” she replied. 

 “So did you keep tabs on me during my trip?” he asked 
quietly. 

 “No,” she replied. “You seemed to want your privacy, 
so I gave it to you.” 

 He nodded. “Thank you for that.” 

 “I also brought a phone for Helena. So what‟s her 
story?” Illyana asked, lounging into Logan‟s chair as he 
snapped on the electric razor and subjected it to the pile of 
stubble on his face. She put the phone on his end table, and 
watched him shave. 

 “She‟s a survivor of a mob family,” Logan shrugged. 
“They grabbed me. Roughed me up good, for days. I 
eventually lost it and made a way out for myself, but the 
other families tried to make sure there wouldn‟t be anybody 
to try to keep Bertinelli business or take revenge. Betsy an 
me saved Helena from the other families, Helena‟s hidin out 
here in New York fer now.” 

 “Does she know you killed her family?” Illyana asked, 
chilled. 
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 “Yep, she figgered it out,” Logan replied as his razor 
buzzed across his jaw. “Why‟d you really come so early in the 
morning?” 

 “Almost forgot,” she grinned. “I brought you a cell 
phone. It‟s got my number programmed as the first speed 
dial. This way we can stay in touch.” 

 “Like a civvie tac net,” Logan grinned. 

 “I guess, if you‟re a paramilitary freak,” she retorted. 
“Do you have work to do this morning?” 

 “Stark‟s a big softie,” Logan shrugged. “I was thinkin 
about takin the tour myself, see that everything is where it 
should be.” 

 “Want to play hooky and go for a walk with me?” 
Illyana asked. “I‟m ditching my studies this morning, thought 
you might want to come along.” 

 He grinned at her. “Sounds good,” he said. “Mind if I 
finish getting dressed?” 

 

 The air was crisp, shot through with car exhaust and 
whiffs of fast food. They passed some old familiar sights on 
the way to Central Park. 

 “Hey Logan,” Illyana said. “Would you mind getting me 
a cup of coffee?” 

 He glanced at her, then shook his head. “Be just a 
minute,” he smiled to himself, and he crossed the busy street 
to a Starbucks kiosk. 

 She looked up at the sky, around at the traffic; before 
long, Logan was back. He handed her the cappuccino. 
“There ya go, darlin,” he said.  

 They continued on to the edge of Central Park, then 
they followed a path to a whitewashed gazebo. It was drifted 
in a bit of snow, gray and crusted. 
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 “It‟s been three years,” Illyana said quietly. “A lot has 
happened.” Her hand slipped into Logan‟s, and they stood 
there regarding the rebuilt gazebo for a long moment. 

 “I‟m proud of you,” Logan said quietly. 

 For a long, long moment, all was right with the world. 

 

 They walked along the path, not needing to talk, simply 
enjoying the day and each other‟s company. Then Logan 
hesitated. Sniffed. 

 “What do you smell?” Illyana asked. 

 “Rain,” Logan said softly, his pupils dilating as memory 
struggled against the sea of static in his mind. 

 Illyana glanced at the snow, the clear sky, then back at 
Logan. Her eyes were concerned. 

 Logan started jogging. Illyana trailed along after him. 

 As Logan crested a low hill, the wind picked up. He 
looked down the path, and he saw a willowy slim woman 
standing with her back to him, tossing crumbs out to a mess 
of pigeons. Her hair was brilliant red, cropped and tousled. 
He stopped short, eyes widening. “Rain,” he whispered, 
struggling with memory that couldn‟t quite reach him. 

 The wind shifted, and the figure on the path ahead 
hesitated. Sniffed. Her head slowly turned, and he found 
himself staring into bright green eyes. 

 He swore he saw a shock of recognition. 

 The young woman flung the bag of bread crumbs away, 
scattering the pigeons, and she sprinted along the path. Her 
stride was long and fluid, graceful as she ran from him. 

 Illyana watched her go. “Logan,” she said quietly. “You 
look like you‟ve seen a ghost.” 

 “So did she,” Logan managed. “What the hell is going 
on?” 
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 “I can scry on her, I‟ve marked her,” Illyana said. “Since 
you‟re not giving chase,” she added. 

 “I‟ve been dreaming,” Logan said, numb. “Months now. 
About a red-headed little girl, about six.” 

 “And she looked about thirty,” Illyana noted. “Your 
memory loss is what, about twenty some years ago?” 

 “Winter of 1981,” Logan replied thickly, “the Project 
got me.” 

 “So she could be from your past,” Illyana said, looking 
along the path the red-head had bolted away on. 

 Logan nodded slowly. “Illyana,” he said. “Help me find 
her.” 

* 

 The young red-haired woman knelt before the altar, 
candles flickering in the long tiered rack before her. Her eyes 
raised to the wooden sculpture of Jesus Christ, nailed to the 
cross and hanging limp, bleeding, defeated, transcendent. 
Then her eyes narrowed as her nostrils flexed. 

 Glancing over her shoulder to the empty cathedral, she 
saw a man sitting in a pew halfway back. Snow dusted his 
jacket, his dark hair was wild as it swooped up from his head. 
His eyes studied the prayer bench bolted to the back of the 
pew in front of him. 

 Rising, her stance rigid with tension, she slowly stalked 
over to him. 

 She stood by him, less than two meters away. “What 
d‟you want,” she demanded, a light Scottish accent 
undergirding her American English. 

 “Rain,” Logan replied, raising his eyes to look into her 
bright green stare. 

 “Logan,” she replied. As though they were exchanging a 
secret password. “Why now? Why after all these years? I 
thought sure you must be dead.” 
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 “I got no memory before eighty one,” Logan replied, his 
voice pained as he searched her face for something, 
something he would know when he found it. “Somethin in 
me knows you, but I don‟t know what. I‟ve been dreamin, 
dreamin of a six year old girl with your scent, who you grew 
out of.” His eyes brimmed with tears. 

 Slowly, reluctantly, she sat in a pew across the aisle, 
perched to face him squarely. “You look the same as you did 
then,” she said, “only you seem shorter. Probably because I 
was just six.” Her voice had a rough edge. “I was six when 
you disappeared. I wandered into a church, they put me in an 
orphanage and made me wear shoes. I was raised Catholic. 
They tried to change my name…” she frowned at him 
suddenly. “Stop it!” 

 “What?” he replied, startled. 

 “Starin at me! Moony-eyed, like I‟m some great 
treasure!” She was on her feet in a flash, anger flushing her 
cheeks. “I don‟t know what you did. I‟m a sinner, sure, but to 
be cursed by God like I am. Must have been something you 
did, something you passed on to me. I‟m a sinful, fallen 
creature. So what is it?” she demanded. “What did you do 
that was wicked enough to be cursed by God, to pass that 
curse on to me?” She hovered on the edge of tears. 

 “You lost me,” he pleaded. 

 Her breath was slipping away from her. “Look, I don‟t 
have time to deal with this right now, I‟ve got to go to 
work.” 

 “Maybe we can meet later,” Logan said quickly. 

 She hesitated, but only fractionally. “I come here 
Sundays,” she said. “I‟ll see you then. I need a couple days to 
get used to the idea that you‟re still alive.” Her face was 
twisted between anger and wonder. She shook her head to 
clear it, then ran from the church. 
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 Logan sat in the pew, stunned. “What just happened?” 
he murmured. 

 

 He was still sitting in the pew when Illyana ghosted up 
to his side. “Logan?” she said. “Are you alright?” 

 “Not really,” he replied. “Who is she?” 

 “I‟ll find out,” Illyana nodded firmly. “One thing I‟ve 
learned is how to find out things about people. Want a 
background check?” 

 “Anything you can find,” Logan said softly, eyes on the 
crucified Christ hanging over the altar. “You just let me 
know.” 

 “Want me to drop you off somewhere?” Illyana asked 
after a  moment. 

 “I think I need to walk it off,” he replied. “I hate a 
mystery,” he added, shaking his head. He rose. She nodded 
to him, and a swift whipping disk of pale and dark flame 
swirled around her, leaving Logan alone. He trudged out of 
the church, following his feet into the endless labyrinth of 
New York City. 

* 

 Logan gazed up at building‟s face, noting that shades 
had been pulled down over the long windows that fronted 
the dance studio. He strolled up the steps and buzzed the 
doorbell. 

 A few moments later, the door opened and a slightly 
breathless Natasha smiled at him. “Hello, Logan,” she said. 
“Come on in.” 

 Logan stepped in, and Natasha closed the door after 
him. Logan saw Helena sitting in the middle of the mat, a 
pack of ice against her eye. “You okay?” he asked. 

 “I zigged,” Helena observed, “when I should have 
zagged.” 
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 “Training going well?” he asked Natasha. 

 “She‟s a natural,” the red-head replied with a smile. 

 Logan edged over to the long window and peered out 
around the shade. “Good,” he said absently. 

 “Something the matter?” Natasha asked. 

 “I got this feelin I‟m bein followed, but it might be 
paranoia. If it isn‟t, my shadow is damn good,” Logan 
confessed. He turned to face the ladies. “Can I have a word 
with Helena?” he asked Natasha. 

 “Sure,” she replied. She headed to the back of the 
studio, and through a nondescript door. Logan turned to 
Helena. 

 “Got somethin for you,” he said, fishing a phone out of 
his pocket. “Illyana gave me two a these, one for me an one 
for you. The first speed dial is her, the second is me. You 
probably want to put Natasha in for the third.”  

 Helena, still sitting on the floor, took the phone without 
comment. She looked at it, then put it down on the floor 
beside her. 

 “I‟m sorry I rushed things,” Logan said. “Guess you 
weren‟t ready to get personal.” He shook his head abruptly. 
“I‟ll give you your space now. I don‟t expect you to forgive 
me for killin yer family. Hell, I‟m not even gonna ask you to. 
This is a world where people do what they do. They wanted 
to make me their victim. I couldn‟t let them kill me.” He 
shrugged. “So I‟m just doin what I do, offerin you a place.” 
Logan studied her. “You can‟t expect people to be more than 
they are. People follow their own rules. Define their own 
honor.” 

 Suddenly self-conscious, Logan stopped talking. He 
looked away, his hand straying into his pocket to pull out a 
cigar. “Goodbye, Helena,” Logan said, and he turned to go. 
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 The back door to the studio opened, and Natasha came 
out in street clothes and a coat. “Logan,” she said. “Want me 
to sweep your back trail? Look for shadows?” 

 “That would be fine,” he said with a grin. “I‟ll head for 
the park. Got a cell phone?” 

 “Yes,” she said. “And I have your number.” 

 “Good,” he nodded. “Gimmie yours.” She rattled it off, 
and he stood and looked at his phone, bemused. “I‟ll just put 
it in the memory here.” He frowned. 

 Natasha smiled to herself as she took the phone, 
programmed it, handed it back, and Logan cocked an 
eyebrow at her. 

 “Saucy super spy,” he said with a grin. 

 “We still here?” she replied coolly, amused. 

* 

 Natasha glanced around as she followed Logan down 
the sidewalk. Logan headed for the park, but he stopped by a 
hot dog stand and ordered a chili dog. As her eyes took in 
the panorama of the city street, she noticed a flicker of 
movement up on a roof overlooking the hot dog stand. 
Natasha ghosted down an alley, sprang up to catch a fire 
escape ladder, and stealthily wound up towards the roof. 

 Drawing her pistol, Natasha glanced up over the lip 
onto the rooftop. Several waist-high window wells for 
skylights, two roof access points, a tumble of air conditioning 
units. She eased over the lip, onto the roof, gun following her 
eyes. She headed over to the edge of the building in time to 
watch Logan eat the chili dog in two prodigious bites. Then 
she withdrew, her silent steps heading for a look around the 
air conditioning units. 

 “Don move,” grated a hard voice behind her. Ah. He 
had been hiding behind a roof access. She stopped. “Yo gun. 
Drop it.” She did. “Kick it away.” She did. “Now lissen heah. 
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I gots me a twelve gauge with a solid slug, I kin blow you in 
half. You aint no dance teachuh.” 

 “Actually I am,” she said. “But I used to be an espionage 
agent. You‟re good at shadowing people, especially people 
like Logan.” 

 “Whut is his connection to th gurl?” the hard voice 
demanded. 

 “Not rightly sure, honestly,” Natasha replied. “He 
brought her to me and asked me to give her a place to stay.” 

 “Wheah is Logan stayin?” the gruff voice demanded. 

 “He lives in the Stark International complex,” Natasha 
replied. 

 A moment of quiet. “Bettuh foh everyone if you fohget 
we had this chat,” he growled. “Count ta ten, nice an slow. 
Turn around befoh ten seconds is done? Ah‟ll shoot yoh leg 
out.” Her trained ears picked up a rustle of cloth, but 
startlingly little noise. She counted out ten seconds, then 
dove to the side and rolled, coming up with her gun covering 
the roof behind where she had stood. He was gone. 

 Darting to the roof‟s opposite edge, she heard a deep 
rumble; the elevated train slithered along its track below, and 
she saw a tall, thin man with a duster whipping in the wind 
behind him. He had one hand pressing his hat to his head, 
and his other hand held a shotgun. 

 “Not bad,” she conceded. She hoped he would look 
back so she could see his face, but he lowered himself to sit 
cross-legged on the roof of the train instead. 

 Stepping back from the edge, Natasha nodded to 
herself. “Logan definitely needs to know about this,” she 
muttered. 

* 

 “I don‟t know who this kid is,” Natasha said, “but he‟s 
smart, and stealthy, and he‟s got balls of solid rock. I didn‟t 
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have a moment of doubt that he‟d shoot me in the back if I 
encouraged him to.” She blew gently across the surface of 
her McDonalds coffee, encouraging it to cool. Logan 
slumped on a stool next to her, his elbows on the brightly 
colored plastic counter. He munched a fry, scowling. 

 “He don‟t sound mafia,” Logan growled. “Not at all.” 

 “Had a deep south kind of accent,” Natasha said 
thoughtfully. “Duster, hat, shotgun. Like a hillbilly or 
something.” 

 “Maybe he‟s a contractor, an outside guy,” Logan 
shrugged. “Maybe the Botticellis found us after all.” 

 “When did you pick him up?” 

 “Just this morning, I got the feelin I was bein followed. 
After I left the church.” 

 “The church?” Natasha said, an eyebrow cocking. “You 
get religion, Logan?” A smile was growing on her face. 

 He looked troubled. “No,” he said. “But… it‟s a long 
story.” 

 “Why do I doubt that?” she said. “I suspect it‟s a short, 
difficult story. That‟s what people usually mean.” 

 “Drink yer coffee,” he said, sounding more sullen than 
he meant to. 

 His phone warbled, startling him. He fished it out of his 
pocket and snapped it open. “Yeah,” he said shortly. 

 “This is Helena.” Her voice was crystal clear on the 
phone, and Logan hesitated. He glanced at Natasha as 
Helena went on. “I‟m leaving,” she said. “You and your 
friends could probably track me down.” She paused. “Don‟t. 
I need to find my own way. Give me your word that you and 
your people won‟t follow me.” 

 Logan cleared his throat. “You have my word,” he said 
quietly. “Good luck.” 
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 She closed the connection. 

 Logan took a deep breath, then sighed. He snapped his 
phone shut and dropped it in his pocket. “I hate cell 
phones,” he muttered. 

 “Helena is leaving then?” Natasha said quietly. 

 “Yep,” Logan confirmed. “Needs ta find her own way.” 
He shook it off. “Can‟t help everbody, can we.” He looked 
up at Natasha. “Thanks for yer help, Ms. Romanova,” he 
said sincerely. 

 She chuckled. “Actually, it‟s Mrs. Stark. Anthony 
proposed, and I said yes, we had a very quiet wedding in the 
mansion.” 

 Logan stared, slack jawed, for just a moment before 
gathering his wits. “When?” 

 “Between Christmas and New Years,” she replied with a 
grin. “Piotr was best man, Pepper was maid of honor.” 

 “I‟m sorry I missed it,” Logan said with a shake of his 
head. “Well, I wish you two crazy kids the best of luck.” 

 “You are one of the few people I can think of who 
would call us crazy kids,” Natasha said with genuine 
affection. She paused. “Are we letting Helena go?” 

 “We are,” Logan shrugged. “I‟ll just tell Betsy that she 
didn‟t want our help anymore. If she wants to do something 
about that, then that‟s her call. But I‟m done.” He stood. “I‟ll 
be seein you. I‟ll have Betsy drop by when she gets in town.” 

 “I‟d like that,” Natasha said. “Be careful out there. I told 
him where you live.” 

 Logan nodded. “He‟s welcome ta come on in if he 
wants a piece of Stark‟s security,” he said. “Hot damn, now 
you‟re Stark too. Maybe I‟ll call im Tony,” he grinned. 

 “Lord, no,” Natasha said, wrinkling her nose in distaste. 
“Tony? Him?” She laughed out loud. 
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CHAPTER NINE 

 Logan was still chuckling as he left the McDonalds. He 
didn‟t make it ten meters before an attractive young blonde 
fell in step beside him. 

 “Hey,” he said amiably. “What did you dig up on Rain?” 

 “Well,” Illyana replied, “She was put in Saint Mary‟s 
orphanage in Arkansas at the age of six. Then at the age of 
eight she was adopted by Dane Sinclair.” 

 “Anything on him?” Logan asked. 

 “I had this sneaking suspicion you‟d ask, so I checked 
him out,” Illyana replied. “He‟s a school teacher at a Catholic 
school in Mobile, Alabama. At least, officially. I checked 
some other sources,” she said, “and found out he‟s a 
member of the Order of St. Michael‟s.”  

 Logan‟s eyes widened with alarm. “Inquisition?” 

 “Yes,” Illyana said decisively. “Why would they turn an 
eight year old girl over to be adopted by a field agent of the 
Inquisition?” 

 “I give up. Why?” Logan muttered. 

 “Didn‟t get that far,” Illyana shrugged. “Anyway, Dane 
changed Rain‟s name to Rhane, so it wouldn‟t be so hippy I 
guess. She changed it back when she left home at the age of 
eighteen. She‟s moved all over the States, never staying in 
one place for more than two years. Worked a variety of retail 
and food service jobs.” 

 “Where does she work now?” 

 “She‟s a manager at Best Buy,” Illyana replied. “I got the 
address.” 

 Logan looked at her with admiration. “Yer a clever girl,” 
he admitted. “Where‟d you learn ta do homework like this?” 
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 “I have a journalist friend,” she replied modestly. “I 
bought him lunch, and he dug this up for me in like fifteen 
minutes.” 

 “The modern world scares the bjeezus out a me 
sometimes,” Logan said, shaking his head. Illyana just 
chuckled, threading her arm through the crook of his elbow 
as they kept on walking. 

* 

 Helena leaned against the wall for a moment, 
contemplating the Greyhound bus station. She took a deep 
breath, stepped up to the curb, and looked both ways as she 
prepared to cross the street. 

 With a slapping sting, something hit her in the back. She 
whirled, indignant and hurt, to see a man in an alleyway. He 
held a snub-nosed gun. Warmth flooded her as she saw his 
lantern jaw, duster, hat, icy blue eyes. 

 “Dohn make this difficult,” he muttered as he strode out 
to her. 

 The sidewalk tilted, and she widened her stance. “I‟ll 
show you difficult!” she slurred, startled at the sloppiness of 
her speech. She slung a kick at him, but it was like fighting in 
waist deep mud. He easily deflected her kick, snatched her 
arm, and dragged her towards the alley. She stumbled, 
reaching at her back; she plucked a feathered dart loose, and 
realized she had been drugged. 

 Focusing, remembering her training, she drove her 
thumb up at his jaw hinge. He easily ducked aside, slinging 
her against the wall and pulling a wadded black hood from 
his pocket. 

 “Wha you doin,” she managed. Then he yanked the bag 
down over her head… 
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Saturday, January 16, 2004 

 Logan sighed. The plate in front of him was empty, only 
indirect lighting glowed in his apartment. He glanced at the 
clock; five thirty already. He stood, stretching. Time to start 
his day. 

 The phone rang. Puzzled, Logan regarded it. Checked 
the clock again. Five thirty in the morning. He shrugged, and 
padded over to the phone.  

 “Logan here,” he said. 

 “Just wanted to catch you before you started your day,” 
replied the smooth English voice on the other end of the 
line. 

 “Boy, it‟s good to hear from you,” Logan said, almost 
childishly vulnerable as he leaned back against the wall. 
“How‟s things in Chicago? D‟you think you could visit 
soon?” 

 “Just tying up some loose ends,” Elizabeth replied. 
“Getting the families more interested in each other than in a 
stray Bertinelli. And finishing out Elizabeth Bradley‟s short 
happy existence.” A subtle sadness crept into her words. 

 “Helena left,” Logan said, wincing slightly. “Didn‟t want 
to be a part of my pack, she said.” 

 “Not everyone would,” Elizabeth replied. “If she needs 
to make foolish decisions, then she needs to have the 
freedom to do so. We did our best to protect her and prepare 
her. Now, she‟s got to make the best of it.” 

 “She made me promise not to go after her or try to keep 
tabs on her,” Logan said. “I‟m sure wherever she is, she‟s 
doin fine.” 

* 
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 Helena drifted to consciousness, like a loose boat 
finding the dock. Her mouth stank of chemicals, and she 
couldn‟t see anything. Trying to breathe, she remembered the 
hood. She heard the slick metallic rattle of a shotgun being 
loaded. 

 “She‟s awake,” grunted a laconic, gravely voice. “Well, I 
done said mah prayers, so the matter is in the Lord‟s hands.” 
She heard rustling, movement. “I‟m off to kill the creature.” 

 “Good luck, pa.” She recognized the gruff, hard voice of 
her kidnapper. 

 “What creature?” she managed, her voice a thin pathetic 
rasp. 

 “You make sure she don‟t go nowhere,” the older voice 
growled. 

 “I‟ll take care a it,” her kidnapper replied. “Be careful.” 
Then a door opened and closed. 

 A long moment of silence stretched on. Helena listened, 
and she heard a little street traffic but not much else. 

 “Where am I?” she whispered. 

 “Safe, foh the moment,” the hard voice replied. 

 “I‟m thirsty,” she croaked softly. 

 “That‟s a damn shame,” he replied, unmoved. 

 “Please,” she managed. “At least take off the hood. You 
a Botticelli?” 

 He chuckled at that, and the black hood was tugged 
loose and off. She drank in the musty, acrid air of the 
apartment like it was ambrosia; it was wonderful not to 
breathe her own breath. 

 Her eyes fell on the tall, lanky man that had captured 
her. His jaw was square, his eyes bright blue, his straw blonde 
hair shaped by his hat. Big knuckled hands held the hood as 
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he looked her over. He was dressed in jeans, a duster, a 
flannel shirt, cowboy boots. 

 “Do I look Eyetalian?” he said with a bemused grin. 

 “Could be hired,” she managed, hardly finding the 
energy to speak. 

 He studied her face. “Yoh beautiful,” he said simply. 

 She scowled at him. “Plan to kill me?” 

 He shrugged. “Not mah decision,” he said. He moved to 
the sink, startlingly quiet even in boots. He drew a glass of 
filmy water from the tap, then approached her. Tilted her 
head back, helped her drink. She greedily swallowed the 
tepid, nasty water; it pushed some of the chemical tang out 
of her mouth and throat. 

 “So the old man,” she said as he put the cup back on the 
grungy counter. “He decides?” 

 “Very good,” the tall man nodded.  

 She hesitated. “Why did you capture me?” she asked 
quietly. 

 “To get at the monstuh,” he replied. “Killed mah ma, 
sistuhs, brothuhs. Me an pa are the only ones left of the 
Guthrie clan—” he shook his head. “That was plumb 
stupid,” he said, his face darkening. 

 “I didn‟t hear it,” she said quickly. “I don‟t know your 
last name. But I would like to know your first name. Have 
something to call you,” she said with half a smile, her voice 
still raspy. 

 “Sam,” he shrugged, “that‟s easy enough. Name‟s Sam.” 
His grin was crooked. “My pa says I‟m impulsive. Calls me 
Cannonball. Ah do know how ta make an impression.” 

 “The monster? That‟s Logan?” 

 “Yeah,” he replied. “Lef pa foh dead aftuh pa tried ta 
stop him from slaughterin the cattle. Then killed everbody 
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else, howled, and run off. Pa raised me on the road, huntin 
down monstuhs, tryin ta get to the one that killed our family. 
Now we finally caught up, after two decades.” He shook his 
head. “Tracked him as far as Canada before losin him, now 
heah he is in New Yawk.” 

 “You don‟t fit in,” Helena said after a pause. He tossed a 
sharp look at her, but she was smiling. “I never met anybody 
like you before, Sam,” she added. 

 “You might wantuh keep it that way,” he said ruefully. 

 “Maybe,” she replied. “So what kind of monster is 
Logan, anyway?” 

* 

 Logan held the door to the restaurant open, letting out 
warm air and good smells and Illyana. “Just makes me 
wonder, is all,” he said as they headed down the sidewalk. “I 
mean, am I cursed to screw up every life I touch?” 

 “You‟re being too hard on yourself,” Illyana said sternly, 
then she blinked as Logan tensed, nose twitching, eyes alight. 
He snatched her and shoved her out of the way as a shadow 
loomed out of the alley, gunmetal gleaming— 

 Before Logan could dive out of the way himself, the 
shotgun boomed, slamming buckshot into the meat of 
Logan‟s chest with a resounding slap. Knocked off his feet, 
Logan sailed back through the air and banged off the street 
lamp, toppling to the ground with a heavy thud. 

 Illyana recovered from stumbling out of Logan‟s push, 
and she whirled. She whipped out her hands, snarling; 
“Lysokicttrok!” Bands of crimson force twisted out of 
nothing, but the man with the shotgun dove back, through 
closing gaps in the barrier. He landed hard, but something 
rolled out of the alley. 

 Illyana thrust her hand out, and a small stepping disk 
swallowed the grenade just in time. She took three steps into 
the alley to follow the man that was running as fast as he 
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could run, when she heard a choking gurgle of a cough 
behind her. 

 Pivoting, she saw Logan laying in a spreading pool of 
blood. His eyes were glassy, he slumped unmoving. 

 He looked dead. 

 “Logan?” Illyana said, slightly hysterical. She gestured, 
and a stepping disk whirled around them, dropping them in 
Limbo. He tumbled to the ground like a broken doll. 

 Power soared in her as she returned to Limbo, where 
she was World Mage. She gestured, and her energies sucked 
the buckshot out of Logan, swirling up to coalesce into a 
lump the size of a crusher marble. Another gesture picked 
Logan up and carried him, blood sluicing off his body, to be 
lowered in a massive tub set in the stone floor of the throne 
room. Illyana gestured again, and the water began to bubble 
faintly, pushing whatever life was seeping from him back into 
its fleshy frame. She knelt by his shoulder, deeply worried. 
His mouth hung open, slack, his eyes were empty. She 
touched him with her magic. 

 He yet lived. Barely. But he lived. 

 She looked down at the wad of metal she clutched in her 
hand, and her brow furrowed with puzzlement. 

 “Silver?” 

* 

 “The way pa tells it, the monster loomed bout eight feet 
tall, just rippin the heads offn cattle,” Sam said. “He shot it, 
both barrels, but it didn‟t care. Normal weapons can‟t hurt 
them,” he pointed out. “Once pa healed up enough, he went 
to find out how tuh hurt them monstuhs, and he found out 
how. Silver. They don‟t like fire none, but silver gets em 
good. We done killed about fifteen werewolves now,” he 
added, “all across the country. We ran across Logan whilst 
we wus followin one we found here in New Yawk. There‟s 
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signs, see,” he added. Then he caught himself. “Not that any 
a this is any a yoh business,” he added sternly. 

 “I can‟t believe you‟ve lived this long,” Helena said, 
playing along. “Hunting monsters must be dangerous.” 

 “Once you know who tuh talk to, whut yoh weapons 
are, then it does turn into a hell of a career,” he admitted. 
“It‟s how Ah was raised. Travelin aroun, huntin monstuhs. 
Pa tol me we aint like othuh people. That we caint evuh talk 
tuh othuh people about whut we do.” 

 Helena saw him in a fresh light. “Constantly hunting 
monsters and staying alive sounds like a hard, lonely life,” 
she murmured. “Revenge is bleak.” 

 “Bleak, yeah,” he said, looking into her eyes. 

 They let that sit between them. 

* 

 Logan stirred weakly. Illyana sat on the lip of the pool 
opposite him. She dangled her legs down in the water, 
watching him as she rubbed the metal lump in her hand. His 
eyes flickered open; he was so weak. 

 “Silver,” she explained, gesturing with it. “He shot you 
with silver buckshot. And you were damn near killed, 
because you‟re a werewolf.” Her eyes were dead serious. 

 He almost managed a chuckle, but fresh blood leaked 
from his chest wounds, and he subsided. For a moment, he 
was so still he appeared dead. 

 “Only my magic is keeping you alive at the moment,” 
she said softly. “I stripped every particle of silver out of you, 
or the allergic reaction would have killed you by now. I 
balanced out the lethal effect of the silver. So right now you 
are like a normal man who got hit with a shotgun, except 
your bones didn‟t break.” 

 “Don… seem possible,” Logan croaked. 



 

   85 

 “Once you get some life back in you, I figure your 
healing factor will kick in. Since there‟s no silver residue. At 
least, that‟s what I‟m hoping.” She paused. “I don‟t know 
why I didn‟t see it before,” she added, shaking her head. 
“Your ridiculous hair should have been a clue. You can shrug 
off a lot of injury and heal it back with no ill effects, as long 
as it isn‟t silver. Heightened senses. Maybe even a 
psychological need for claws.” 

 Logan lay still, struggling with the idea of being a 
werewolf, struggling not to die. 

 “And the skeleton,” Illyana added. “I thought it was 
intended to armor you. But that makes little sense, really. I 
mean, your healing will put you back together as long as you 
keep your limbs and don‟t get smashed up, so I figured that‟s 
why you had the bones. But why adamantium? Why not 
steel? Now that I know the answer, it looks like it was simple 
all along.” She kicked her feet in the water. 

 Logan blinked at her. She sighed. “It‟s to lock you in 
one shape, Logan. So you can‟t turn into a big wolf, or a 
monstrous half-wolf. You‟re stuck in your human shape. 
That‟s probably why your brain is scrambled, lost all its 
memories. A massive reboot; it couldn‟t cope, you broke and 
went insane. And when you sort of came back, and I know 
lots of people who would take exception to that 
assumption…” she shook her head. “Being tied into one 
form cured you of lunacy and wiped out your memory, I‟m 
guessing. And your rage? Well, that‟s obvious.” 

 They sat together, not saying anything further. Logan‟s 
body soaked up the healing of the pool, his mind soaked up 
the implications of what Illyana was saying. 

 “Bryant knew,” Illyana said in a subdued voice. “He was 
always saying you were an animal. I guess he must have 
seen… I can imagine why he felt that way,” Illyana said. 
“And the endless tests. Even when they had you, they 
weren‟t sure what they had. How you happened.” She shook 
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her head. “This is blowing my mind.” For a moment, she 
wondered. She wondered if Strange had known all along. 

 Logan lay his head back, and let tears pool in the corner 
of his eyes and roll down, lost in his wild mane of hair. 

 

CHAPTER TEN 

 “Please untie me,” Helen said. “I have to go to the 
bathroom. And,” she added, “I‟ve got nowhere else to go. I 
won‟t try to run away.” 

 “I know bettuh,” Sam explained to her, his blue eyes 
sincere. Then he shrugged, and moved around behind her. 
Unlocked the handcuffs. “Ah guess my bettuh judgment 
loses out tuh havin somebody tuh talk to.” 

 Helena could see it, crystal clear, in her head; palm-strike 
while he was leaned over, to knock him back for the kick that 
would send him into the wall, breathless. Close, knock the 
gun away, knuckle strike to the throat. It was plain, slow, 
hanging in her mind, simple. But instead she looked into his 
eyes and smiled, then moved into the bathroom. She 
trembled. What was going on here? 

 When she was finished, she rejoined Sam in the narrow 
common room of the apartment. “Feels good to stretch,” 
she said, rubbing her wrists. “Logan killed my family too, you 
know. Just a couple weeks ago.” 

 “Really?” Sam said, eyebrows raised. 

 She nodded. “They took him in, and he chopped his 
way out. My father was an important man, he had lots of 
guards with guns. But they were scattered in pieces all around 
the house, the yard. Logan slaughtered everything. Then his 
woman took me in, tried to prepare me to fight the monster 
when the time came. But the monster was there, watching 
me train, he was there all along. He knew what I was training 
for, but he just sat there and watched me do it.” She shook 
her head. “When I found out… they got me out of Chicago, 
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but I couldn‟t stay with him. Knowing what he did. Knowing 
he took my place in this world away from me.” 

 “Is that right,” Sam said, surprised, somehow unable to 
take his eyes from her. 

 “Then I meet you,” she said. She shook her head. 
“You‟ve been on the revenge trail since before you could 
walk. I‟m guessing you don‟t think much of it. As a lifestyle.” 

 “It‟s hard,” he agreed. He looked out the window. “I 
was just a baby,” he said softly. “I‟m getting revenge fuh 
things I‟m missing, not things Ah evuh had.” 

 “Logan told me that those who go after revenge 
eventually fall down,” Helena said. “I didn‟t want to believe 
him. But… when you do kill a monster. Is it worth it?” 

 “Foh a while,” Sam murmured, leaving a volume unsaid. 

 Helena sighed, rubbing her upper arms. “Logan told me 
that the best revenge is living well. That a good warrior can 
make a new home, however many times it takes.” 

 Sam thought that over. “Not whut I would expect tuh 
heah from one a his kind.” 

 “Why not?” Helena shrugged. “Wouldn‟t a werewolf 
have to know how to blend in with the herd? So as not to get 
chased by peasants with torches and pitchforks, and hillbillies 
with shotguns?” She smiled to take the sting out of her 
words. 

 He eyed her. “Wheah is this goin?” 

 She shook her head. “I wanted to go back to Chicago, 
go hunting, kill the assassins that killed the rest of my family 
and my hopes for the future. Trade their lives for mine. But 
now?” She shrugged. “I don‟t know. What would that prove? 
If I get myself killed too, or arrested? At the same time, I 
don‟t know where I could go to get away from crooked cops 
and mob bosses.” She sat down on the chair. 
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 “How about Alabama?” Sam asked quietly. “How‟s that 
sound?” 

 “That sounds quiet,” she replied, looking into his deep 
blue eyes. “Far away and quiet.” 

* 

 Logan sat on a stone bench, looking around. The 
ground was black stone, like basalt. Gardens sprawled and 
climbed around the edges of the throne room. Above, 
brilliant stars shone in an inky dark sky. Luminescence hung 
in the air, directionless but bright enough to see comfortably. 
A knobby monstrous thing twice the mass of a man lay on its 
back in a flowerbed, absently chewing a stalk, its beady eyes 
lazy. 

 Glancing down at his coffee, Logan smiled to himself. 
Pain laced his chest as he lifted the cup to have a drink. He 
looked at Illyana. “Mind if I smoke?” 

 “Knock yourself out,” she shrugged, reclined on the 
throne. Her legs delicately recurved into goatish shapes, 
complete with hooves and fetlocks. Intricate silver armor 
sheathed half her body. Her eyes glowed red, horns twisted 
out of her forehead, her teeth were sharp. A mighty two 
handed blade was embedded in the stone of the dais next to 
her throne. 

 “I like what you‟ve done with the place,” Logan nodded, 
looking around. “When I found you here the first time, it 
was all raw rock and lava pools an brimstone, smoky and 
hellish. This is kinda „Better Homes and Gardens‟ lookin.” 

 “I‟m glad you like it,” she said with a rueful smile. 
“Strange taught me how to adapt things to better suit my 
tastes. And I got tired of Hell in a hurry.” 

 “All of us do,” Logan sighed, his breath whistling 
slightly. He looked at the pile of wrappers discarded on the 
floor, and touched a napkin to his greasy mouth. “Hope the 
mess isn‟t a problem.” 
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 She snapped her fingers, and the demon in the 
flowerbed rolled over and hopped up on its four legs. It 
trotted over, and in a few whuffling bites ate all the leftover 
wrappers. Logan watched, slightly uneasy. 

 “He‟s tame,” Illyana assured him. “All of them are. 
Except Sym. And he‟s gotta suck up to me or I‟ll chop his 
tail off again.” 

 “Gotcha,” Logan said. “It‟s hard to get used to having a 
demon sorceress for a daughter,” he added. 

 “Well, you are a werewolf,” she pointed out. “Those 
who live in glass houses, and all that. How‟s your chest?” 

 “Hurts. Hurts bad,” Logan admitted. He shook his head. 
“It‟s healin, though. An hour or so and I should be over it.” 
He looked at Illyana. “Can you find the guy that shot me?” 
he asked. 

 “You better believe it,” she said. “I marked him.” 

 “He must know more about me,” Logan said slowly. 
“He tracked me this far. Knows to use silver. Maybe he can 
tell me some more about my past.” 

 Illyana stepped over to a different pool in the throne 
room. Not the one that looked like a hot tub, but one with 
ferns planted around its edges, with water that was still, and 
clear, and dark. She gestured, and the reflection rippled, then 
was backlit to reveal a man striding down the sidewalk. He 
was an old man, his face leathery and seamed. He ducked 
into an alley, and peered back the way he had come. Taking a 
moment, he fished a squeeze pump out of his pocket and 
squirted it in the air, walked through the mist. 

 “Changin his scent,” Logan muttered. “He‟s smart.” 

 Illyana snapped, and the man was snatched in a twirl of 
pale, dark eldritch flame. A corresponding flash in the throne 
room, and the man stood before them, startled. 



 

90 

 He snatched at the shotgun in his coat, but Illyana 
stepped forward and grabbed his wrist; she drove her 
forehead at his, and her curved horns smacked his forehead 
hard. She tugged the shotgun away from him as he reeled, 
and four demons closed in around him, growling. 

 His horrified stare took in Illyana, the demons, the 
stone; he realized he was somewhere else. He fumbled for a 
pistol, and a demon knocked him down then stepped back 
off him. He struggled to his knees. 

 “Bout tuh die,” he managed. He drew in breath. “Owah 
Fatha who art in Heaven, hallowed be Thy name. Thy 
Kingdom come, Thy will be done on Earth, as it is in 
Heaven.” 

 “This is going nowhere,” Logan muttered, rubbing his 
eyes. “Hey!” he said sharply, frowning at the old man. “I 
wanna talk ta you.” 

 “Give us this day our daily bread, an fohgive us owuh 
tresspasses—”  

 “Old man!” Logan barked. 

 “Let me handle this,” Illyana said. She snapped, and a 
stepping disk whisked Logan away. “Let me give you 
something you can understand,” she said through her teeth, 
glaring at the old man. Stepping disks flared across them. 

 The man was deposited on a twisted basalt pillar, and 
flaming lava swirled around the base. Blood slicks formed 
and burned off, and an acrid smoke of slaughter hung in the 
air around him. He let out a thin scream, and Illyana‟s laugh 
was terrible as it curled around him. She did an effortless 
backflip, springing on her hooves, then she brandished her 
sword and screamed. Demons converged around the lake of 
fire, and the old man hunched to himself, gibbering, as she 
stared down from a higher pillar. 

 “Your soul is mine!” she screamed at him. “You have 
slaughtered and killed in God‟s name, and He has abandoned 
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you! He has no place for a killer in Heaven! Kill but one 
more monster, and you will be mine for all time, thrust in the 
lake below to scream in eternal torment!” The demons howled 
as one, and the old man swooned. 

 “And leave my dad alone, you jerk,” Illyana added, 
frowning. “Okay, that‟s a wrap,” she said to the demons. 
They obediently trooped off, and she glanced around and 
shrugged. Then she snapped, and a disk carried the old man 
away, back to Prime.  

 “I guess having badlands around my realm is handy 
from time to time,” Illyana murmured to herself, testing to 
see if she felt at all guilty. 

 Not a bit. 

 She teleported back to her throne room, a smile 
lingering on her lips. 

* 

 Logan puffed on his cigar, unfazed as the stepping disk 
dropped the trembling and barely-conscious man on the 
grass in front of him. He leaned back on the bench, looking 
out over Central Park. 

 The old man whimpered, and Logan sighed. He knelt 
beside him. 

 “Old timer,” he said. “Hey, listen.” 

 The old man‟s quivering eyes locked on Logan. 

 “I‟m not here to hurt you,” Logan said quietly. “Why did 
you come after me?” 

 “Why?” the old man quavered. “WHY? Because yu 
slaughtered mah family, yu monstuh! Wife! Daughtuhs! Sons! 
Been trackin yu twenty yeas!” 

 “I‟m sorry,” Logan said simply. “My memory doesn‟t go 
that far back. I‟m sorry I killed yer family. But killin me won‟t 
bring em back. If you just kill me, how you gonna make 
peace with what happened?” 
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 The old man blanched. “Ff-fires of H-Hell,” he 
stammered, seeing something in his mind‟s eye. 

 “I can only guess,” Logan muttered. “Here, let me get 
you a cup a coffee.” He helped the old man rise. “Okay?” 

 The old man shook him off. “What d‟yu want!” he 
demanded. 

 “Just to know what you know about where I come from, 
is all,” Logan said gently. 

 “All I know is the one night,” the man growled. “Yu 
turned inta that shape when yu left, so I know yo face. You 
were taller then.” His face went ugly with anger. “We found 
the red-head she-devil. She yo consort or spawn?” he 
sneered. 

 “Daughter,” Logan replied sharply. “She‟s got nothin ta 
do with you an me.” 

 “Family for family,” the old man snarled. “Blood fo 
blood!” 

 Logan‟s face twitched. “I could kill you right here,” he 
said. 

 A policeman on a bicycle rolled down the bike path, and 
the old man glanced at him. But didn‟t say anything. He just 
smiled, a vicious expression. 

 “Mah boy will kill yu,” he said, “an yo daughtuh.” Then 
he spun, moving somewhat drunkenly, and ran away. Logan 
could see, in his mind‟s eye, the pounce, the stick. The old 
man‟s end. But something in him was tired of killing, his 
vision swam with ghosts for a moment. He sat back down on 
the bench.  

 “Beam me up, Yana,” he muttered. A moment later, the 
swirl of flame carried him off. 

 Logan slumped down on a bench in Limbo. “I can‟t do 
this anymore,” he said quietly. “How do you make up to 
someone fer killin their whole family?” He shook his head. “I 
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can‟t keep track a what I done wrong, and how I got 
punished for it. My bones, they weigh me down. I wish I had 
never found anything out.” His face twitched. “I‟m tired a 
wipen out people‟s families.” 

 “Right,” Illyana said sharply. “I, for one, have had 
enough of this.” She squared off in front of him. “The 
gloom and doom. Woe is me. Yes, you kill people. Yes, 
innocents get hurt in the process. But you aren‟t some karma 
magnet of doom that destroys the lives around you. You do 
what you do. And you leave other people room to do the 
same. You know what freedom means.” She looked him in the 
face, but he wouldn‟t meet her eyes. 

 “Logan,” she said. He glanced up at her, and she held 
his attention. “You‟ve saved me from a fate worse than 
death, at least four times. And I can‟t ever repay you for that. 
Ugliness surrounds you sometimes, and that‟s part of being 
you. But you know how to give people their space, and share 
a vision worth having. Those are two great gifts, to me and 
to a lot of other people I could name. Stark, for one. You are 
a good man. And I‟m tired of this whining about how you are 
evil or dangerous. When I look at you,” she said, kneeling to 
look up in his eyes, “I see someone beautiful.” She touched 
his seamed face. 

 Logan found himself speechless. 

* 

 The door banged open, and the old man limped in as 
Helena and Sam spun in alarm. The old man‟s eyes 
narrowed, and he smashed a fist across Sam‟s jaw, sending 
him reeling against the counter. 

 “Tie her up now!” he snarled. He pulled a massive 
revolver from its holster at his back, and Helena‟s eyes 
widened. 

 “Yu ain‟t gonna shoot her!” Sam said, somewhere 
between an order and a protest. 
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 “Watch me,” the old man muttered, cocking the heavy 
gun. 

 “She‟s a victum too!” Sam said sharply. “He killed huh 
family!” 

 “An the beast cares about huh. Ah want dead bait! Lure 
him in!” 

 “Ah care about huh more than the beast does,” Sam 
said, his voice hard as blood glistened at the corner of his 
mouth. 

 “Out a thuh way, boy,” the old man growled. 

 Sam stood straight, eyes glittering. “No.” 

 Their eyes locked, intimidation meeting resolve. 

 “Ah‟m tired a the hunt that nevuh ends,” Sam said. “If 
we get this beast, so whut? Whut then? Retire? Go find more 
monstuhs tuh hunt?” He paused. “Ah‟m goin home.” 

 “We aint got no home!” the old man snarled. “The 
beast took it from us!” Spittle flecked his lips, his staring eyes 
were wild. 

 “That‟s right,” Sam nodded, unyielding. “That‟s why Ah 
gotta go finish whut you didn‟t have the courage to start. 
Ah‟m gonna put a life together.” He scowled. “You? Nevuh 
expected to survive this long, didja.” 

 “Insolent puppy,” the old man snarled. He tossed the 
gun to the side and stepped up, slashing at his son with his 
fist. Sam ducked the blow and launched forward, tackling the 
old man and sending both of them sprawling into the wall. 
Both were experienced fighters, both knew how to hit hard 
with cheap shots. Their staggering, stomping battle reeled 
around the room as Helena stayed back, eyes wide, feeling 
like a voyeur at a very personal and private battle. As they 
unwound at each other, she realized this had been building.  

 For twenty years… 

http://home.”/
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 Sam shoved the old man back. His father sagged against 
the wall unable to catch his breath. 

 “Reckon that‟ll make mah point,” Sam growled, cheek 
freely bleeding and one eye already purpling. He thrust his 
hand out to Helena, not taking his eyes off of the old man. 
“Goodbye, Gus,” he said clearly. Helena took his hand, and 
the two of them left the apartment, winding down the stairs. 

 “I‟m sorry,” Helena said in a small voice, knowing that 
Sam may never see his father again. 

 “We had it comin,” Sam shrugged. “Ah was tired a the 
hunt.” His bright blue eyes caught her gaze. “Yu were the 
first one tuh offuh me somethin bettuh.” 

 They left the building, crossed the street, and 
disappeared into the night. 

 Upstairs, the old man levered himself up, his face 
bleeding. “The boy gone easy on me,” he growled. “Knowed 
Ah got business undone. Ungrateful brat.” His hands were 
shaking. “The beast done took mah boy. Mah boy…” 

 Tears and blood mingled. 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN 

 “I won‟t kill him,” Logan said simply. “So we gotta be 
clear on the plan.” 

 “I‟m clear on the plan,” Illyana said. “I don‟t like it. But 
I‟m clear on it. And we play it your way.” 

 “Good girl,” Logan nodded. He glanced down in her 
scrying pool, saw the shimmering reflection of a police car. 
“Okay.” He looked at his hand; it was trembling slightly. He 
smiled weakly. “Can‟t believe it. I‟m nervous. You find Rain‟s 
apartment?” 

 “Sure did,” she nodded. “You ready?” 
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 “Hell no,” he muttered. “But go ahead and drop me 
off.” 

 

 The flare of light left him in a dingy hallway. He quietly 
approached one of the apartments, and knocked on the door. 
He stepped back, waiting, his alert hearing following the 
approach of steps. The light coming through the peephole 
dimmed. Then the door opened on a chain. 

 “I thought you were going to give me some time,” the 
red-headed young woman said sharply. 

 “I was,” Logan shrugged. “But I need to tell you a few 
things, and it can‟t wait. Please let me in.” His face was 
gentle; he seemed old. 

 She hesitated, sniffing; Logan wondered if she even 
understood the information scents brought her. Then she 
closed the door, removed the chain, opened it, and stepped 
aside. 

 He ducked past her into the apartment. She was wearing 
a tee shirt and sweats, she had been working out. The 
apartment was spare and lightly furnished, as befitted the 
living space of someone who traveled light and moved often. 
He noted the crucifix on the wall, the pierced god carved in 
the act of being tortured to death. He smelled fresh bread. 

 “Thank you,” he said sincerely. “This won‟t take long. 
But if something happened and I lost you again, I couldn‟t 
stand it. Especially if I never got a chance to explain. There 
are some things we gotta be clear on.” 

 “So be clear,” she said, crossing her arms over her chest. 

 “I just found out I‟m a werewolf,” he said bluntly, 
“because a hunter caught up to me and shot me with silver. I 
didn‟t even know what I was. In 1981 I was captured by a 
secret weapons project and experimented on. They locked 
my bones in metal so I couldn‟t change shape, and I lost my 
memory and my tie to the moon. I lost my normal claws and 
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got these,” he said, flexing his forearm. With a ringing slit, 
three blades shot out of the back of his hand, gleaming in the 
light. Another flex, and his arm swallowed them, but Rain‟s 
eyes were still wide. 

 “I forgot about you, or I swear to God I would have 
found you,” he said earnestly. “First things first. There‟s a 
couple a nuts that are chasing after me, for somethin I did 
before I lost my memory. They‟re after you, too; they were 
following you when they saw me. Now that I‟m involved, 
they‟ll take it personal.” He hesitated. “You are a werewolf, 
right?” he asked. 

 She blushed, a fiery crimson bloom. “Look, keep it 
down,” she said, uncomfortable. “It‟s bad enough living with 
it, without everybody announcing it everywhere.” She hugged 
herself tighter. “Jealousy is wrong, but… I sure do wish I had 
gotten restraints on my skeleton.” 

 Logan blinked. “Really? I was hoping you could, you 
know, show me the other wolf forms. What I‟m missing. 
Maybe it would jog my memory.” 

 Anger sparked in her bright green eyes. “No! Being a 
werewolf is an abomination, but I didn‟t choose that, so I 
can‟t be damned for it. If I give in, if I allow myself to change 
forms… that‟s another matter.” 

 “But doesn‟t it feel wonderful?” Logan asked. “Being a 
wolf? Running under the moonlight and not getting tired?” 
Memory stirred. 

 “We are judged by whether we do the right thing, not by 
how it feels. Just going around doing everything that feels 
good is a disastrous way to live! The nature of sin is to lure 
us in with gratification and temptation, then to strip away the 
pleasure so we‟re left with the consequences. Giving in to the 
lunacy is a prime example.” She explained in the hushed 
tones used to lay out a taboo for an unsuspecting foreigner. 

 Logan blinked. “Did Dane Sinclair teach you that?” 
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 “Don‟t even talk about him!” she shot back, angry. 
“He‟s my father, and a wonderful man. Holy and just and 
upright. And yes, he taught me that. Helped me understand, 
instead of just punishing me. He serves God and keeps the 
world safe from monsters, and he had the vision and mercy 
to let me live. If I ever violate his trust, and he has to hunt 
me in turn, I‟ve sworn to let him. That‟s how much I trust 
him.” She looked Logan over disapprovingly. “I just met 
you.” 

 Logan took a deep breath, then nodded. “I gotta respect 
your choice,” he said simply. “Here‟s my number,” he added, 
pulling a blank card and a pen from his pocket. He scribbled 
the number, and handed it to Rain. She took it reluctantly. 
He smiled at her, weary. 

 “I gotta go stop the fella who wants to keep the world 
safe from you, in spite of all yer efforts ta serve God,” he 
said. He nodded curtly. Unsure of what else to say, he turned 
and left. 

 Rain looked at the card, then slowly closed the door 
behind him… 

* 

 The old man was wheezing as he hauled himself up over 
the lip of the roof. He stood with his hands on his knees for 
a long minute, catching his breath. 

 “Goin somewhere?” Logan asked from the shadow of 
the roof access. The old man perked up at once, drawing a 
heavy .357 magnum revolver and lining it up on Logan‟s 
chest. Logan lit a cigar, his face shifting in the wildly erratic 
flicker of flame. He clapped the lighter shut, drew air through 
the cigar so the ember at its tip glowed. 

 “You think to stop me?” the old man demanded, his 
voice unsteady. 
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 “I know what it‟s like to be alone in the world, wronged, 
and on the run,” Logan said quietly. “What do you think this 
is gonna accomplish?” 

 “My dead family cain‟t rest,” the old man said harshly. 

 “You honestly believe,” Logan replied, “that your wife 
and family care more bout me than they do bout you?” 

 The old man cocked the hammer on the pistol. “Right,” 
Logan shrugged. “We go to Plan B.” He snapped his fingers, 
and pale disks of flame rolled up over both of them. 

 

 They were deposited at the edge of a parking lot, next to 
a diner. Logan glanced over his shoulder, caught the eye of 
the officer sitting in his patrol car writing up a report. The 
flash of light had drawn the officer‟s attention, and for a 
moment he made eye contact. 

 Just as the old man pulled the trigger. The bullet roared 
out of the gun, smacking into Logan‟s gut, sending him 
tumbling back as though he had been hit by a truck. 

 The officer‟s eyes widened; he jumped up out of the car, 
yanking his gun out of his holster, lining up on the old man 
over the roof of the car. “Police! Put the gun down!” he 
shouted, his voice clear and distinct as Logan rolled over into 
shadow. 

 “Ah got im!” the old man crowed. “Gloria, Ah got im!” 

 “Put the gun down now!” the officer shouted; the old 
man wavered, spotted him, saw the gun. 

 “He was a werewolf! Killed mah whole family!” the old 
man shouted. 

 “Put the gun DOWN!” the officer yelled. 

 “Finally,” the old man whispered, tears rolling down his 
face. “It‟s finally over.” He pointed his gun at the policeman; 
smoke still wisped from the barrel of the hand cannon as it 
aimed at the man in uniform. 
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 The policeman‟s gun barked once, twice, and the old 
man stumbled back and collapsed. With a clack and a skitter, 
the heavy gun fell from his grip. At last, he was free of its 
weight. 

 

 Illyana watched, solemn, through the scrying pool. In 
one hand she held the flattened wad of silver that she had 
pulled from Logan. He lay curled in a ball, motionless, but 
she knew he would live. She bit her lower lip, watching blood 
spread from the dying man on the cold sidewalk a dimension 
away. She watched his lips twitch as he administered his own 
last rites. She saw the blaze of will that burned in his eyes 
finally dwindle to poinpoints of reflected street lamps. 

Behind her, Logan stirred, silent and in great pain. 

 “Rest in peace,” she murmured. 
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PART THREE 

Sunday, April 11, 2004. Easter Sunday 

 Logan peered at his reflection in the mirror, and he 
barely recognized himself. He tugged at the tie, frowning at 
the effect it had on his overall „look.‟ 

 “Gonna need some more,” he grumped, and he 
squeezed more hair gel onto his hand. He rubbed it over his 
head, which already looked like a helmet. However, more 
intrepid individual hairs and small insurgent clumps had 
found their way free of the gel and strained for altitude. He 
rubbed another slick layer down on the thickly gelled mess, 
and heaved a deep sigh. 

 “I hope this goes well,” he confided in his reflection. 
Then he washed his hands, and shrugged on his suit jacket. 
No matter how fitted it was, he decided it wouldn‟t ever fit 
right. He fidgeted, then shrugged and gave up. The loafers on 
his feet felt wrong, too slick, too frail. 

 He opened the door to his quarters and stepped out into 
the common room of the housing at Stark‟s complex. Piotr 
was hunched over the pinball machine, his face slack with 
concentration, his eyes slightly unfocused. He was beyond 
dressy, a tall powerful man in a suit that accented all of the 
best points of his physique. He was a tower of dapper 
masculinity. 

 “Hey Junior,” Logan said as he approached. “You got 
this game down yet? It‟s been months.” 

 “Very close,” Piotr said abstractly. “Very close.” 
Currently, three balls were vipping and whacking and 
banging all around the tilted table, and Piotr was directing the 
action with oddly accurate and precise defense and offense, 
shooting the balls around with considerable skill. 
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 “We are going to have to leave here in a few minutes, 
you know,” Logan prodded. 

 “Yes,” Piotr sighed, leaning back from the machine. 
“Yes, I—” he stopped, words cut short, as he saw Logan. 
His nostrils twitched, his face seemed to close somehow, and 
his shoulders quivered. His cheeks and forehead began to 
redden, his eyes moistened. 

 “What,” Logan demanded, feeling the gelled hair pull 
against his forehead as his brows contracted. 

 “English is only my second language,” Piotr said 
breathlessly, “and words fail me.” The first chortle found its 
way free. 

 Logan tugged on his tie again, intensely uncomfortable. 
That did it. Piotr let go a guffaw. He could only gesture 
vaguely at his own head. Logan glimpsed his reflection in the 
pinball machine‟s glassy surface. 

 “What?” he snapped. “Get ahold a yerself, Junior. Don‟t 
wanna be all flustered. Yer gonna meet Rain today.” 

 A stepping disk flared, and Illyana stood revealed. 
Logan‟s jaw dropped. 

 She wore a sleek black dress that was tight from her ribs 
to just above her knees, with a slit up one side halfway to her 
hip. Iridescent black fabric glittered across her chest, the 
dress was sleeveless. She wore four inch spike heels, and her 
hair was up in a bun with black hairpins. 

 “No. Way.” Logan stated flatly. “Not even in public, 
much less church!” 

 “I knew you‟d say that,” she replied demurely, and she 
shrugged on a shawl. Smiled wickedly. 

 “Oh god,” Logan said. “Why couldn‟t I have had a 
son?” 
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 “Like me?” Piotr managed. Just when he had almost 
caught his breath. Logan‟s glance, much like the look a wet 
cat shoots a heckler, sent Piotr over the edge. 

 The door opened, and Elizabeth glided in. Her dress 
was floral, airy, and attractive. Her hair was in a braid, and 
she was the impeccable picture of taste. Illyana suddenly felt 
like a tramp, standing next to her elegance. 

 “Now that’s what I‟m talkin about,” Logan grinned. 
“Hello, darlin.” 

 “Pity,” Elizabeth murmured, touching at his gelled hair. 
“We don‟t have time to just give you a buzz cut.” 

 “Come on, people,” Logan protested. “Can we just go?” 

 “I dislike going to church,” Piotr sniffed. “I believe that 
organized religion exists to bilk the gullible and cushion the 
cold reality of the world, and also so that governments may 
shirk their duties to the masses. All the bloodiest, most 
vicious wars and oppression have been sponsored by 
religion.” 

 “But it‟s Easter, and yer gonna meet Rain, so zippit and 
let‟s roll!” Logan barked, perhaps more irritably than he 
would have liked. 

 “Ah, that takes me back to my childhood,” Illyana 
teased dreamily. Logan rolled his eyes, and Elizabeth hid a 
smile as she steered him out, his grown children in tow. 

 “Shotgun!” Illyana called. 

 “They live on their own,” Logan confided in Elizabeth. 
“Don‟t let them come between us.” 

 

 Twenty minutes later, their borrowed Stark van rolled 
up outside the apartment, and Rain joined them. 

 “Hello,” Piotr murmured, eyes wide as he saw the young 
woman trot down the stairs and around to the passenger 
door, a broad smile on her face. He took in her brilliant red 
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hair, bright green eyes, shapely figure. He was quick to haul 
the side door open. 

 “This is Rain Sinclair,” Logan announced as she smiled 
shyly. 

 “Hello,” Piotr said, slightly awkward as he hunched in 
the van. “I am Piotr Rasputin, and it is my great pleasure to 
meet you.” He grinned. 

 “Illyana Rasputin,” Illyana said over her shoulder. 

 “I am Elizabeth,” she said as she scooted over so Rain 
could join her on the back bench. 

 “We all cozy?” Logan demanded. “Good!” he stepped 
on it as Piotr slid the door shut, and they headed for the 
church. 

 “We‟re having lunch at Dr. Strange‟s house after this,” 
Elizabeth said to Rain. 

 “Really?” Rain said. “What a peculiar name!” 

 “He‟s a magazine editor, I‟m sure you‟ll get along,” 
Elizabeth said with a smile. “In the meantime, all we have to 
do is guide these heathens through the service with minimum 
embarrassment.” Her smile positively glowed. 

 “Are you a churchgoer then?” Rain asked. 

 “Grew up in the Church of England,” Elizabeth 
nodded. “That was a long time ago, but some things you 
don‟t forget.” 

 “You have lovely eyes,” Piotr said as his eyes darted 
over her hands, noting the lack of rings. “They remind me of 
a fresh green meadow after a summer storm.” He smiled, 
charming, and she blushed. 

 “Gawd,” muttered Logan, hunched over, eyes on the 
road. 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE 
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 The lean man opened the door, and smiled at the gaggle 
on his doorstep. “Come on in!” he said with a gracious smile. 

 They did, in various states of undress. Piotr was first, his 
jacket off and slung over his shoulder like the cover of a GQ 
magazine; the shirt flattered his washboard stomach and his 
rippling muscles. Then Illyana, carrying her shoes, her hair 
flying free. Logan, his shirt half unbuttoned and his tie in his 
fist, coat left in the van; he kicked his shoes off as he ducked 
a nod to the host. Elizabeth and Rain were still as proper as 
they had been going into the service. 

 “How was church?” the slender host asked. 

 “Great, Strange,” Illyana said. “But they didn‟t mention 
how ancient fertility rituals got wrapped into the resurrection 
myth, or what that had to do with the gates of Hell exactly.” 
She grinned, then caught Rain‟s eyes and blushed furiously, 
mortified. “Really nice,” she said, groping for a save. 

 Rain just chuckled. “Churches believe and do a lot of 
very strange things, when you look at it from the outside. Or 
the inside, for that matter. What‟s for lunch? It smells 
delicious.” 

 “You all get McDonalds,” Logan said with a grin, 
“because I‟m gonna eat whatever it is I‟m smellin.” 

 “He‟s not bluffing,” Piotr said gravely. “We must move 
quickly!” 

 “We have a roast, carrots, potatoes, onions, gravy, 
broccoli and cheese, fresh rolls, salad, and for desert, some 
apple pie and some chocolate silk pie.” Strange smiled. 

 “Will you come work for Stark?” Piotr asked sincerely. 
“They are in desperate need of your assistance. This feast 
may spoil me for cafeteria food forever.” 

 In a matter of minutes, they were assembled around the 
table. Strange invited Rain to offer a blessing over the food, 
and she did; thereafter followed a scene of focused and 
systematic decimation of Strange‟s lunch preparations. 
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 Later, conversation began to get the upper hand against 
eating. “There we were,” Piotr chuckled, “the car broken 
down and us dressed for the wedding with twenty kilometers 
to go. We flagged down a farmer, in his field, and asked if he 
could tow us. He said his tractor was broken, but he had a 
team of mules—” 

 With a peculiar beep, Logan twitched. He pulled a pager 
off his belt, and glanced at the number. “Stark,” he muttered. 
“Go on. Can I use the phone?” 

 A minute later, he poked his head back into the room as 
those around the table chortled at the idea of the mules 
stopping halfway down the hill, and the men in the car 
standing on the brakes. 

 “Sorry all,” Logan said, “duty calls. They need me at 
work.” 

 “And me?” Piotr asked. 

 Logan glanced at him sitting next to Rain, and let a smile 
poke out of his face. “You stay here. I can handle it. Illyana?” 

 She followed him out of the room. “Quite a lunch,” she 
said. 

 “Yeah,” he nodded. “Keep the gorilla in line with Rain, 
will ya?” 

 “You bet. Where do you want to go?” 

 “Send me to the closet down the hall from the control 
center,” Logan said. “See ya later.” He grinned. Then, a flash 
of fire carried him away. 

 

 

 Logan punched his code in to the door‟s keypad, and 
the hefty door slid out of the way. The security officers 
looked up, some of them startled, others with a simple nod. 

 “Where‟s the fire?” Logan demanded. 
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 The senior security officer blinked. “But—I was 
watching the entrances,” he faltered with a glance at the 
monitors, the records of employees signing in and signing 
out. 

 “I‟m special security,” Logan barked. “Now, Officer 
Cambry, what‟s going on?” 

 “W-well,” Cambry said, “an intruder broke into a steam 
tunnel to the north of the complex. Worked in towards the 
main hub, so we contained him. Then he broke through the 
screens, we sent someone to check and they reported it 
looked like claw marks.” 

 “Weird,” Logan muttered. 

 “Yes. And then we contained the intruder in the access 
tunnel 48b, again clawed through. So we have the intruder 
currently isolated in the sauna, sub-level 2—” 

 “Yeah, 1846. I‟m on it,” Logan growled. He turned and 
ran out of the security station. 

 The gel had all been broken in his hair, so now his 
normally wild hairstyle stood stiffly at attention. He stripped 
off his dress shirt, so he wore an undershirt and slacks. At a 
run, it took him no time to reach the sauna.  

 A squad of six security officers stood around the door, 
dressed in riot armor, armed with rifles. Logan waved them 
back, striding forward; they fell back without question. He 
walked over to the door, pushed a button. 

 “I‟m gonna open this door,” he said into the intercom. 
“You gonna come out nice and easy, or we gonna make the 
janitors mop up organs?” 

 Then Logan caught the scent. 

 He froze. Backed away slowly. The officers raised their 
weapons, nervous in spite of themselves. 

 “Awright,” Logan muttered under his breath. With a 
slitting sound and the ring of sharpened metal, his claws shot 
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out of his forearms. He stepped forward, scoring an oval 
hole in the door with two overlapping sweeps of his claws. 
He sprang back as the thick door lost its center. 

 A furry missile shot out of the room with a resounding 
growl, and for a moment that could have been forever, 
Logan‟s senses desperately pushed at the scent that reached 
him; so familiar, but not the same, thank God it was not the 
same— 

 Claws whipped at his face, and he leaned out of the way 
as he kicked at shins. The attacker tripped, sprawled, slid, 
curled, sprang all in a fluid reversal. 

 She was fast. 

 Logan slapped her claws away and drove a punch down 
into her kidneys as he pivoted; sprawling forward, she hit the 
wall this time. Sprang back. 

 He got a good look. Thin, rock-hard with muscle, furred 
with twists and worls of hair all over her body. Her eyes were 
luminous and vicious, her mouth loaded with fangs, her hair 
a wild twisted mane. She balanced light, the claws on her 
hands and feet thick and black and vicious. She snarled, 
slashed at him with the quick savagery of a successful 
predator. 

 “Keep it up, you‟re gonna get hurt,” Logan said 
seriously. She hissed defiance and lashed out, and he ducked 
and twirled away from her, hands balled into fists, claws 
retracting. 

 “Keep your swords out,” she snapped. “Give you a 
chance.” 

 “Oh please,” he said. He stepped forward, she lashed 
out as he ducked aside. He stepped on her foot, then 
pounded a blow across her jaw, driven with the weight of his 
metal skeleton in the meat of his fist. She had no way to 
stagger back, pinned to the floor, so she keeled over 
backwards and thudded gracelessly to the ground. 
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 He skipped back as she twirled to her feet, looking for a 
moment like the Tasmanian Devil. She flung a kick at Logan, 
and he slapped at her calf, catching her ankle. He pounded a 
kick into the knee she stood on, and something snapped. She 
squalled, and he twisted the leg he held, violently unbalancing 
her. She flopped to the ground and scrabbled back, around, 
to her feet.  

 Logan could hear the click and grate of her knee 
repairing itself, and he nodded. “What the hell do you want?” 
he asked as the pieces came together in his mind like the 
bones knit in her leg. 

 “I came here to talk to Logan Rasputin,” she said 
defiantly. “Bring him to me!” 

 “Here he is,” Logan said. He fished a cigar out of his 
pocket, lit it with his lighter. “So what do you want?” 

 She hesitated, off balance again. “My teacher told me 
Logan Rasputin was the only one who would tell me. Tell me 
about my father. Who he was. What he was like.” 

 Logan squinted at her, turned to the security forces. “I 
got this,” he shrugged. “Stand down. We‟ll be in the lounge.”  

 “Yes sir,” they said, and they lowered their weapons and 
left. 

 “Come on,” Logan said brusquely to the girl, and he 
turned his back to her and headed out of the room. She 
flexed, considering a surprise attack for just a moment. But 
only a moment. She followed, trying to hold on to the feeling 
that she had the upper hand. After all, she was getting what 
she wanted. 

 A minute later, they were seated at a table in a lounge, 
the smell of coffee percolating in the background. Logan sat 
down, stretched his legs, and gestured for her to sit opposite 
him. She reluctantly did. 

 “Your father was probably a man named Victor Creed,” 
Logan began. “At least, you have his smell. Some of his 
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character flaws. And, of course, the fur is kind of a giveaway. 
You‟re sorta sandy, you‟re more brown mottled than he was. 
And he didn‟t have as much hair as you do.” He took a drag 
on his cigar. “I never even knew you were alive, but you‟re a 
dead ringer fer what I‟d expect of Creed‟s daughter.” 

 “Tell me about him,” she demanded. 

 “Well,” Logan said slowly, “he served in the Vietnam 
war. Got a lot of decorations, a lot of medals. He liked to kill 
people, see. Not just shoot em. No, he liked to butcher em. 
Take trophies. Sneak into enemy encampments and slaughter 
people in their sleep, string up their entrails, freaky stuff like 
that. I figger he musta been abused as a child, but he never 
talked about the past.” 

 He saw in her eyes that this was not what she expected. 

 “There is this secret supersoldier development 
organization, but just telling you about it could be worth 
your life. It is known as the Project to those close to it, but 
the formal name is Exterior Technology Operations. 
Extechops. In February of 1979, they wanted to try to 
duplicate the effects of the original super soldier serum. You 
ever hear of it? Captain America? Steve Rogers?” 

 She blinked. He sighed, shook his head. 

 “Anyway. They wanted a highly decorated, independent 
thinking, dangerous soldier to try it on. They picked Creed. 
He was so unstable, the regular military was delighted to be 
rid of him. Nam wasn‟t popular anyway, and Victor? He 
loved it. The danger. The random death. The atrocities. He 
could have been happy there for another ten years, if he 
lived.” Logan shook his head. 

 “The serum,” he continued, “fit itself to the test subject. 
The original serum was about wish fulfillment, and Steve 
Rogers dreamed about being an Aryan, though he wouldn‟t 
have called it that. So he swelled up from a puny scrawny kid 
to this powerful fighting machine, more human than human. 
Great. They got a hero. With Creed, they got a monster.” 



 

   111 

 Logan leaned back, looking her in the eye. “He got a 
healing factor, claws that could tear metal, heightened senses, 
catlike reflexes and stealth. In short, he became an infiltrating 
killing machine, strong enough to tear about anybody to 
pieces in seconds. The Project got their superkiller, but he 
wasn‟t much of a soldier. So they put him on the partial 
success list, and moved on. He was too useful to get rid of 
him entirely, so they used him for the dirtiest work they 
could find, and that suited him.” He smiled slightly, but his 
eyes were sober. 

 “We fought a lot, him and me. Over assignments, 
methods, orders, women. We both were strong, could cut 
through each other, were dangerous. But we could heal up 
and survive. We were natural rivals, I suppose. He kept 
hunting me when I escaped, and I got away almost every 
time. You might say we were flip sides of the same coin.” 

 “Were you friends?” the furry teenager asked, half-awed. 

 “We could have been,” Logan said quietly. “But Creed 
was a cold-blooded killer, a sadistic savage, and he had about 
a scrap of honor to his name. Creed couldn‟t master his pride 
or his rage, and that‟s why he got killed,” he finished bluntly. 

 “How did he die?” the wolf-girl asked, her expression 
darkening. 

 “A hunter named Kravinoff invited Creed and myself to 
an island, a three way hunt with the winner taking the prize. 
Creed got over-enthusiastic chasing Kravinoff, and he fell 
into a trap. Kravinoff cut his head off. I went back and 
burned the body to make sure.” 

 “So you killed Kravinoff and Creed?” the wolf-girl 
snarled. 

 “No,” he said, shaking his head. “I don‟t believe in killin 
when you don‟t have to. I just beat the hell out of Kravinoff 
and got myself declared the winner.” 
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 “But you killed Creed?” she demanded, fury unsettling 
her tone. 

 “No,” Logan said flatly. “He killed himself. There were 
smart choices and there were angry choices, and he tended to 
let decisions make themselves. So they were pretty angry, or 
arrogant. Stupid. He died. I lived.” Logan shrugged. “He was 
hunting me, trying to tear out my bones. I didn‟t feel like I 
should coddle him.” He eyed her. “What‟s yer name?” 

 “Maria,” she replied. “Maria Callasantos.” 

 “Who sent you?” he asked. 

 “My teacher, Emma Frost, said you could tell me about 
my father,” she said unsteadily. 

 Logan shook his head. “I don‟t know why I‟m being so 
honest with you,” he said frankly. “Maybe it‟s because I‟m 
sick ta death of unraveling the past myself, so if I can help 
you do it, so much the better.” He sighed. “The power of 
truth, the danger of ignorance.” 

 She glared at him, her jaw set, trying to work out 
whether or not she was being insulted. 

 “You are not your father,” Logan said clearly. “Make yer 
own decisions, choose your own destiny. You don‟t have to 
copy him. He was a bad guy, Maria. You don‟t have to be a 
bad guy too.” 

 “He could do what he wanted, at least,” she shot back. 
“Walk around in public. Pretend to be normal. People did 
what he said!” 

 “You got a lot to learn,” Logan shrugged. “Most a the 
people he worked with feared him or held him in contempt. 
He was sloppy and selfish. The only real freedom is 
discipline.” He eyed her. “There‟s more ta life than getting 
what you want. First, you gotta figure out what you really 
want. And what you need.” 
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 “You sound like a stupid fortune cookie,” Maria 
growled, disgusted. “Where was your fine talking when my 
father was dying?” 

 “Maybe I could have saved him,” Logan conceded. “But 
he would have turned right around and tried to kill me in 
return. He had no sense of gratitude.” He looked at Maria 
meaningfully. “Sound familiar?” 

 She was on her feet in a flash. “Don‟t you dare judge 
me!” she snarled. “You have no idea what I‟ve been through!” 
Her nostrils flared. “I‟m going to find this Kravinoff, and kill 
him.” 

 “Or die trying,” Logan amended, unfazed. 

 “I hate you!” she snapped. 

 “Yer just mad, one big ball a mad. The feeling stays, the 
faces on it change,” Logan sighed. “If it wasn‟t me n 
Kravinoff, it‟d be somebody else. Cause you‟re mad at 
yourself, all the time. Difference between you an Creed? He 
knew who he was, he liked who he was. For better or for 
worse. You still need to figure out who you want ta be.” He 
paused. “You don‟t have ta be him.” 

 She glared at him, trembling with rage. 

 “I‟m sorry you didn‟t like the truth,” Logan said his 
expression hardening. “Now. I gave you exactly what you 
asked for. Yer gonna git out. Follow me.” He rose from the 
table, turned his back to her, and headed out. She followed, 
trying not to feel like a scolded puppy. 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

  “Don‟t come back until you‟re ready to be civil,” he 
said under his breath, his voice a growl, his eyes boring into 
Maria. “I mean it. Pull a stunt like this again, and yer gonna 
get hurt.” They stood by a side gate leading out of Stark‟s 
complex. 
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“Oh yeah?” she snarled. “By who? The tin 
soldiers—” 

Logan‟s fist shot out like a piston, smashing into 
her face, snapping her nose, knocking out her two front 
teeth. She sputtered as she sailed back, thudding to the 
ground; in an unbalanced scramble she managed to regain 
her feet as the security door rolled shut; she had one chance 
to spring at him before the gates closed. 

They clanged to, and she stood immobile, 
trembling. 

 

 Logan was hunched over the terminal, two-finger typing, 
when Stark strolled in whistling. He smiled at the security 
staff in the control center. 

 “Hope today has gone well,” he said cheerfully. 

 “Yes n no,” Logan replied. “How‟s the little woman?” 

 “Little—ah, Natasha,” Stark said with a slightly guilty 
smile. “I would have told you, but you were incommunicado. 
No hard feelings?” 

 “Not one,” Logan grinned. “You had a visitor today, 
Stark, I‟m just finishing up the report.” 

 “You—you‟re writing a report?” Stark blinked. “Well 
then! What happened?” 

 “See, tolja there was no point ta these reports. If it‟s 
important enough to write up, then you make me tell you 
about it anyway,” Logan groused, but his heart wasn‟t in it. 
“Intruder. Victor Creed apparently had a daughter, named 
Maria Callasantos. She broke into your base today. Said her 
teacher, some lady named Emma Frost, sent her.” 

 Stark‟s good mood had faltered considerably. “That‟s 
not good,” he said, his mind dwelling on a memory. About 
the elder Creed. 
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 Logan looked over at Cambry, who had been trying not 
to stare. “Victor Creed broke Stark‟s back when he was 
testing out his armor,” he confided. “Seriously crimped his 
racquetball game.” 

 “That‟ll do,” Stark said sharply, glancing at Cambry. 
“Look, what do you recommend if she comes back?” 

 “I played it nice,” Logan said. “She wanted to talk, so we 
talked. Then I kicked her furry butt out,” he said in a hard 
voice. “Next time she shows up, stun her fur off and stuff 
her in maximum security. No questions, no dialogue, no 
second chances. You get me? Stick her in a box.” 

 “You got it,” Stark nodded, easily persuaded on the 
cautious approach. “Log it on the procedure guide.” Cambry 
was quick to comply. 

 Logan regarded his boss. “Stark. We need to know 
everything there is to know about this Emma Frost person.” 

 “Agreed,” Stark said grimly. “Agreed.” 

* 

 Logan glanced around respectfully as he walked down 
the hardwood floor of the condominium‟s atrium. He 
mounted the stairs, followed the hallway, glanced down at his 
key. Slotted it in the door, let himself through.  

 The room beyond was pale, walls painted with the 
delicate shading of a seashell. He stepped in, seeing how a 
few tastefully placed Asian and British decorations blended 
to make the apartment spare and elegant instead of 
practically unfurnished. He trod the carpet noiselessly, feeling 
very much like an intruder. He caught sight of the candles on 
the coffee table that was surrounded by cushions. 

 “Glad you could make it,” came the low, silky voice 
from the other end of the room. He glanced over to see 
Elizabeth leaning on the grand piano. “Do you like my new 
apartment?” 
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 “If I get a bloodied pug, I am not draggin it all over this 
place!” he said. 

 “It‟s just stuff, Logan,” she replied with a shrug. “If I 
had to choose between you getting hurt, and this place being 
destroyed, I wouldn‟t hesitate to toss the match myself.” 

 “I love it when you talk dirty,” he said, feeling awkward. 
“Um… here I am. Thanks fer comin ta New York. I‟ve… 
I‟ve missed you. A lot.” 

 “I had some things to take care of,” she said quietly. 
“Loose ends to tie up. Now I‟m free to stay with you.” She 
glanced around. “Would you like to come live here?” 

 He chuckled, a bit uneasy. “I‟d worry about messin it 
up,” he said, “but if that‟s what you want, you know…” 

 She approached him. She was wrapped in a graceful silk 
house robe. She leaned close, filling his nose with her scent, 
and she kissed him gently. He leaned into it, and for a 
moment, they let the kiss linger as they connected. 

 He leaned back, his face flushed. Cleared his throat. “I 
could do that all day every day fer the rest a my life,” he said 
hoarsely. 

 “Dinner‟s ready,” she smiled. 

 

 They sat on cushions around the coffee table, both using 
chopsticks and eating rice and dumplings. Logan sipped at 
his hot and sour soup. They watched each other, letting the 
silence grow comfortable between them. Logan broke it first. 

 “I can keep my rooms at Stark‟s so if I need a place for 
guests I can stick em there, or if I need ta stay there for some 
reason,” he said. “Want me ta move in here with you? I‟m 
not all that messy, but this is pretty classy,” he said, running 
his finger along the black lacquer of the coffee table. “You‟ve 
been ta my places. Basic, comfortable. Durable,” he grinned. 
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 “I started this place,” she said. “You can come and bring 
your sensibilities to it. If we‟re going to be happy together, 
then we need to find a balance in everything we share.” She 
smiled. “I remembered those times out at your cabin. When 
things got tough. Those are some of my happiest memories.” 
She leaned back. “I can live with your sensibilities.” 

 Logan looked down at his plate. “I got lots a money,” he 
said, muted. “I went lookin at rings. Couldn‟t find one that 
was right for you. And I was kinda scared you‟d say no, if I 
asked you ta marry me.” 

 “I‟m glad you didn‟t ask,” she said. “I would have said 
no. But you have my heart, Logan.” 

 He looked into her eyes, more confused than hurt, but 
he couldn‟t bring himself to ask for an explanation. She 
shifted slightly. 

 “The last oath I took was the end of the Jonin breaking 
my will, conditioning my mind, erasing my personhood to 
make me a ninja.” She gazed at him steadily, waiting until she 
had balance again. “I was almost destroyed by that oath. Is it 
enough for me to love you? To be here for you? Without 
question? I choose to give oaths no power over me. I cannot 
pick and choose which ones will hold me, and which ones 
won‟t. And I will never live by the terms of the oath I swore 
to him that day.” 

 “That‟s what oaths are for,” Logan murmured. “To 
remove the question.” He looked her in the eye. “Your 
decision is worth a hundred oaths ta me, Bets.” He nodded 
decisively. “Plus you‟re a woman,” he added with a wry grin, 
“which means I‟ll never understand anyhow, so I might as 
well just smile an nod.” He chuckled. 

 She touched his face, and he let his rough hand brush 
her wrist, his touch as light as the wingbeat of a moth. He let 
his fingers trace down her wrist, her forearm, and his eyes 
became almost luminous as he gazed at her. A smile lit her 
whole body. 
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 “Missed you,” he managed. 

 She leaned to him, and they touched. 
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Monday, April 12, 2004 

 She prowled like a caged panther, back and forth in 
front of the desk, seething. 

 “For a second, I wanted to ask him if I could stay with 
him. But I wanted to kill him. I couldn‟t hurt him, and I 
wanted to. I wanted to hurt him bad,” Maria snarled, her 
claws flexing at the air. 

 “I told you I knew how you could find the information 
you were looking for,” the pale woman noted. She lounged 
on the leather seat, behind the desk. Her colorless hair was 
immaculate, her soft white silks draped just so. She examined 
her perfect fingernails, a smile toying with her mouth and 
revealing even, pearly teeth. 

 “It wasn‟t what I wanted to hear, Headmistress Frost,” 
Maria said sullenly, wanting to make more sense than she was 
making, hoping she wasn‟t sounding spoiled. 

 “He gave you a lot of hard truths to face, probably 
thought he was doing you a favor,” Frost observed. “Truth is 
never really easy, in this harsh world, is it.” 

 “Not really,” Maria agreed reluctantly, still furious. 

 “Would you like Logan to face some harsh truth?” Frost 
asked politely. 

 “Nothing better!” 

 “Attacking him gets you nowhere,” Frost nodded. She 
put a picture down on her desk. “This is his adopted 
daughter, Illyana. Also a difficult target. And her brother, 
Piotr, who is a good fighter. But recently, he discovered a 
natural daughter, a religious nut with all sorts of hangups.” 
Frost smiled as she put down a picture of a woman with 
cropped red hair. “She thinks that people who look like 
animals are cursed by the devil. Believes you‟re going to hell 
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because you look the way you do.” Frost fixed her with a 
sympathetic look. 

 “Adopted family and friends can be replaced,” Frost 
noted as she picked up Illyana and Piotr‟s pictures. “But flesh 
and blood? There‟s no replacing that. It‟s a hurt that never 
goes away.” Frost looked Maria in the eye. “If you want to 
think it over, examine your options, her contact information 
is on the back.” She shrugged. “Whatever you do, don‟t 
make Logan mad,” she admonished, something coy in her 
tone. 

 “Mad?” Maria echoed. She snorted derisively, then 
turned and stalked out of the office, dismissed. 

 No sooner had the door closed behind her, than another 
door opened. Frost looked on dispassionately as a thin bald 
man with upswept eyebrows limped in, closing the door 
behind himself. 

 “You could make an effort to contain that disapproval, 
Xavier,” she noted. “You‟re kicking up quite a racket.” 

 “I didn‟t interrupt your little… session… with Maria. I 
accorded you that respect,” he frowned. “But I must say I 
disagree with what you‟re doing. Logan has a long memory, 
and he‟s not the forgiving sort. You wouldn‟t know how to 
ask for forgiveness anyway, even if your life depended on it,” 
he observed. 

 “I‟m not worried,” Frost shrugged. “I can handle that 
shaved ape. Besides. I want to see what Maria can do. I‟m 
testing her mettle. I want to see if she‟s a keeper, or if she‟s 
disposable.” 

 “Logan is a stupid target to choose,” Xavier said bluntly. 
“You haven‟t thought this through.” He paused. “Magnus 
would not approve.” 

 Her nostrils flared, her eyes narrowed. “I am still 
afforded some freedom, even working with Magnus,” she said 
coldly. “I‟ll thank you to respect that.” 
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 “Just a word to the wise, Emma,” Xavier said, his eyes 
dark. “A word to the wise.” 

 He knew the way out. She scowled at the door as it 
closed behind him. 

 The nerve. 

* 

 Wakefulness stole through Logan like dawn warming a 
shadowed countryside. He lay still in the silk sheets, enjoying 
the sensation of floating on the deeply soft but firm bed, on 
the nearly frictionless sheets. He smiled quietly to himself, 
buried in Elizabeth‟s scent. 

 An hour or so later, he eventually rolled out of bed, slid 
into a silk robe, and padded to the kitchen. He saw a single 
calligraphic character scribed on a square of rice paper, left 
on the counter. He felt a grin take over his face; he didn‟t 
know what it meant, but it looked like the shape of 
contentment to him. He rubbed his face, glanced around for 
the coffee maker. 

 He heard an unfamiliar warble, and he glanced around 
trying to place it. 

 “Oh crap,” he said suddenly. “My cell phone.” He 
stepped around the bar, then looked around on the floor. 
There, a shirt, and another, and one of his socks, ah! Jeans! 
He picked them up and fished his phone out. 

 “Good mornin, this is Logan,” he said. 

 “Are you sure?” came a suspicious voice on the other 
end. “You sound… happy.” 

 “And just what can I do for you this fine day, Mr. 
Stark?” Logan replied with a grin. 

 “Not vindictively amused, or ironic, or tickled. No, this 
is like, relaxed and at peace with the world. Where is Logan? 
What have you done with him?!” 
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 “I‟m sure he‟ll be back,” Logan sighed. “Is everything 
okay?” 

 “Yes, for the moment,” Stark replied. “I just gave you a 
call to let you know that we did a background check on Ms. 
Frost. Yeah, it‟s got holes in all the wrong places. This 
woman is bad news. Top to bottom. She‟s got money 
rackets, espionage, she‟s tinkered with dozens of special 
interests… I don‟t like the smell of it. And when you didn‟t 
come home, didn‟t report, well, I wanted to be sure there 
wasn‟t a related incident.” 

 “Pretty unrelated,” Logan nodded. 

 Stark‟s grin was clearly audible in his voice. “I‟m glad 
you and Elizabeth got to have some time together.” 

 “Wh—” Logan sputtered. “Hey!” 

 Stark was laughing when he hung up. 

 “Pfft,” Logan said as he closed the phone. “Big softie 
got married himself, he‟s got nothin ta say.” He grinned, 
looking around. “Now. Where‟s the rest a my clothes?” 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN 

 Illyana adjusted her shirt, her khakis. She took a deep 
breath, settled her shoulder bag, then strode into Best Buy. 
She passed the LP counter, then glanced around. Spotted a 
thatch of bright red hair, and smiled. She waved, and Rain 
strolled over to her. 

 “This a good time for your supper break?” Illyana asked. 

 “Right on time,” Rain replied. She checked out, and they 
headed out into the bracing April afternoon. 

 “I scoped out a park,” Illyana said, “down at the end of 
the street.” 
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 “I go there a lot, for lunch,” Rain said. “It‟s nice to get 
away, under some trees after being under those lights all the 
time.” 

 They reached the park, Illyana slung her bag on the table 
and pulled out food from Taco bell, cans of pop. “Hope this 
is what you ordered,” she said brightly, and she sat down 
opposite Rain at the picnic table. “Glad you could have lunch 
with me today.” 

 “Thanks for bringing me lunch,” Rain replied. “It‟s a 
beautiful day, isn‟t it?” 

 “Sure is,” Illyana replied, squinting up at the sky. “This 
is stupid, but I feel like I gotta clear the air. I‟m really nervous 
around you,” she said with an uncomfortable grin. “I mean, 
Logan adopted me and raised me, but you‟re the real deal, 
but he just met you,” she gestured, raising her eyebrows. 
“And the religion thing,” she hesitantly added. “I just don‟t 
want to offend you. But I‟m thinking about the things I 
shouldn‟t say, and pop, out they come.” She laughed 
nervously. “But I like you!” she added quickly. She sighed. 
“See? I‟m a wreck.” 

 “I understand,” Rain nodded. “A lot of people are 
nervous about my beliefs. Personally, I feel that what a 
person believes in, their religion, is their own business. I 
don‟t want people telling me what to believe, or that my 
beliefs are stupid. So I don‟t do that to other people. I 
believe my faith, I believe it‟s true and right, and it gives me 
strength and purpose.” She took a big bite out of her burrito. 
She rapidly chewed, regarding Illyana.  

 “Do you believe in helping people and standing against 
injustice?” Rain asked. 

 “Yes,” Illyana nodded. “Yes I do.” 

 “Then we can be friends,” Rain said with a shy smile. 
Illyana smiled back, reflecting the warmth she felt.  
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 Then she dropped her face in her hands. “Eee, talk 
about pushing the envelope. But hey. While I‟ve got the 
nerve.” She looked up. “Logan told me how you feel about 
your alternate forms. I just wanted to let you know. I‟ve got 
an alternate form too. Not like, you know, yours, but same 
idea. And I just want to clear the air, let you know that… you 
know, I like mine. I‟m not saying you‟re wrong,” she added 
quickly, “just… we don‟t agree on… that. Yeah. I want to 
show you, sometime. But first, I want you to get to know me. 
So you can see I‟m not evil.” She bit her lip. 

 “Okay,” Rain said, her voice muted. “I‟d like that.” She 
shook her head, glancing at Illyana. “I feel like I‟ve never 
been able to make real friends. Because I was so… different. 
Because of what would happen if everyone knew what I 
was.” 

 “Well, you‟re in good company, because everybody you 
had lunch with yesterday has their own weird secrets,” Illyana 
grinned. “In the scheme of that group, you‟ve got minor 
league weirdness. Believe you me.” She chuckled. “And if 
you ever want a new job, Strange is the Master of Nepotism. 
He‟ll find a spot for you that‟s better suited for who you are.” 
Illyana paused. “I hope you don‟t have to move on so soon 
this time. I‟d really like to get to know you better.” 

 “You really think Strange would find me a job?” Rain 
asked, looking across the street. 

 “Oh yeah,” Illyana said. “Of course, he might ask you to 
write an article on the theological implications of unstable 
body structure, but that‟s because he asks everybody he 
knows to write articles for his magazine,” she grinned. “It 
could be really cool having a sister. I mean, I‟ve got a 
brother, but you‟ve met him. He‟s like this huge dork-like 
dork-thing.” She heaved an affectionate sigh. “I like having a 
family that keeps adding cool people.” 

 “Liking my family will be a new idea,” Rain admitted. 
“Father Sinclair taught me that I was cursed by the sins of 
my father, so I grew up afraid of him. Afraid he‟d show up 
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someday, full of evil and darkness.” She shook her head. “It‟s 
hard to wrap my mind around the truth, I wonder which idea 
is right. That he is a good man, or an evil man.” 

 “He‟s a good man, in my opinion,” Illyana said. “For 
what it‟s worth. He‟s had a hard life… I know what you 
mean about the shadowy relative, though. When I was a kid, 
I had this bad seed mentality. This… attraction to evil. I 
believed I was evil, I did bad things, you know? Real bad. But 
then after it got as bad as it could get, I finally understood 
the nature of evil.” She shook her head. “I never looked 
back. I was scared straight. And now, I‟ve mastered that in 
myself. But there‟s the shadow of my grandfather. Yeah, he 
was a bad man. The worst.” 

 “Temptation never ends,” Rain sighed. “I mean, you 
can‟t just decide you‟re not evil anymore, and like magic, 
there it is.” 

 “That‟s true,” Illyana agreed. “But at the same time, it‟s a 
battle I fought and won. I know the stakes. And I know my 
choices, I know where they lead. Takes a lot of the 
temptation out of it, when you‟ve been on both sides and 
seen how you liked yourself either way.” She shrugged. “Evil 
has nothing to offer me that can compare with what I‟ve got 
working for the side of the angels.” She smiled. 

 Rain looked away, slightly embarrassed. “Do you go 
jogging?” she asked. “I have tomorrow off. We could get 
together, maybe about three in the afternoon. Go to the 
park.” 

 “I‟d like that,” Illyana said. She grinned. 

 Rain checked her watch. “Ah, time flies,” she said, 
smiling apologetically. “I gotta start back.” 

 “Have a great day,” Illyana said. Rain smiled at her, 
rising from the bench.  

 “See you tomorrow!” She nodded, then she turned, and 
headed back towards Best Buy. 
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 Illyana regarded the crumpled wrappers left over after 
lunch, and sighed to herself. 

 “I sure am glad I have some time to get this friendship 
sorted out,” she murmured to herself with a small smile. 

* 

 The Greyhound bus stopped, opening the door. One of 
the passengers moved quickly, furtively, away from the 
others. Baggy trench coat, fedora, black gloves, boots. And a 
mask, a pale mask with darkness in the eyeholes. The masked 
figure strode off into the maze of New York, then stopped 
under a streetlight some time later. 

 Pulled out a creased and rumpled picture. Turned it 
over. Considered the address. 

 Not moving in a straight line, or hunting up a particular 
destination, the masked figure seemed to wander the back 
streets. She moved in a strange oblong oft-doubled path, like 
a fish being reeled in and fighting all the way. Confusion, 
rage, fear; she could not shake her pursuers. 

 The moon was setting by the time she reached the 
apartment building that matched the address written on the 
back of her picture. She approached the door; it was locked. 
She gripped the knob and thrust her shoulder against the 
door, and the deadbolt and knob broke. 

 Pushing the door aside, she swept in, mounted the stairs, 
closed in on the apartment whose number was written on the 
back of her photograph. And she stood in the dim hall, 
looking at the photo for a long moment. Studying it for 
resemblance, for some posture or jaw shape or resonance in 
the eye that would connect the pictured young woman with 
the image of the man in the masked girl‟s mind. 

 Slowly, she folded the paper and slipped it back in her 
pocket. Then she banged her fist on the door. Hard. 

 Sounds of movement inside. She banged again, harder, 
staccato rapping on the door. 
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 “Just a minute,” she heard a sleepy and alarmed voice 
say; shuffling footsteps.  

 The door opened on its chain, revealing a sleepy-eyed 
redhead blinking as she looked out. 

 With a single mighty kick, the masked figure hit the door 
and popped the chain and knocked Rain sprawling. Pivoting 
in, the attacker slammed the door and bounded over to the 
sofa, slinging it around with surprising strength. Wedging it 
in front of the door. 

 “Who—what—” Rain managed, struggling to her feet. 

 Her assailant snatched off the hat and mask, flinging 
them away. She snarled, her fur wild from being cooped up 
in her costume, her eyes blazing with hate, her teeth viciously 
sharp. Rain cried out and staggered back; she spun, snatching 
her crucifix from the wall as Maria shrugged out of the coat, 
flung the gloves aside. 

 “In the name of Jesus Christ, stay back!” Rain shouted, 
brandishing the crucifix. 

 Maria backhanded the cross, sending it skittering away, 
and effortlessly slashed across Rain‟s face; flesh tore, deep 
red slits immediately welled blood as Rain screamed, toppling 
back. 

 “Change! Show your nature!” Maria screamed at her. 
She scooped up a chair and flung it down at Rain. One leg 
broke as the seat slammed into her back. Rain cried out, 
squirming away, pulling herself up on the counter. 

 Someone was pounding on the door; Maria snatched 
Rain and threw her into the wall; blood spattered from her 
face, the sheetrock dented in, and the hapless woman 
toppled to the carpet unable to breathe. Maria squatted by 
her as she struggled to rise to her hands and knees. 

 “You‟ll turn into a wolf girl,” Maria murmured, menace 
swirling in her purr and the madness in her eyes, “or I‟ll kill 
you right here.” 
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 “Rather—rather die pure—than submit to 
abomination—like you,” Rain gasped. 

 Rage swelled through Maria, and she slashed Rain‟s 
back, feeling her claws skitter over ribs as she lay skin and 
flesh open. Rain let out a scream, and Maria kicked her, 
knocked her over. Looked down at her, and for a moment, 
she could almost taste Logan‟s pain. 

 It drove her wild. She ripped again, again. Hauled Rain 
up and flung her across the apartment to slam off the wall 
and roll in the kitchen, leaving a smear of bright blood. She 
pounced after her as Rain choked. 

 Maria dug her claws in Rain‟s shoulders, hauled her up, 
pinned her against the counters, leaned close enough to 
breathe her air and soak in the scent of fresh, terrified blood. 
“Change form, and you can heal all this. Fight me, dammit.” 

 “I commend my soul to G-God,” Rain whispered, 
seeing her death in the wolf-monster‟s eyes. 

 Too much. Maria snarled, then batted Rain‟s face with 
her claws. Rain screamed, and rage gripped Maria so she no 
longer knew what she was doing. 

 Her claws punched down into Rain‟s chest, through 
bone, and gripped the throbbing heart. She flexed her 
weirdly powerful muscles, and tore the heart free as Rain‟s 
scream choked off abruptly, her chest broken. Maria bit at 
the tough muscle as it twitched and sputtered in her hand, 
then she flung it against the wall. 

 Maria staggered back, overwhelmed in the suddenly 
quiet apartment. Whoever was banging on the door had 
stopped, probably to go get something to break the door 
down. Maria‟s eyes drifted over the blood-spattered wreck of 
the apartment. Dizzy and nauseous, she felt wildly 
disconnected to what just happened. Then she drunkenly 
reeled around, picked up her hat. Mask. Gloves. Coat. She 
jumped at the window, shattering it, and she dropped two 
stories to the sidewalk.  
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 Then she disappeared into the night as sirens wailed ever 
closer. 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN 

Tuesday, April 13, 2004 

 Illyana hummed as her fingers clattered along on the 
keyboard. She paused, then turned to look over her shoulder. 
The offices of the Planetary magazine were trim and tidy, and 
a dozen or so employees were currently working on their 
computers or making phone calls. Her eyes rested on the 
pale young man who stared at her, shocked. Her eyebrows 
contracted, and she rose, approaching him. 

 “What‟s wrong, Doug?” she said. “Is my underwear 
showing? Got a booger on my nose?” She smiled at him. 

 “You haven‟t heard,” he stated flatly. Her expression 
darkened, and she walked around to look at one of the half 
dozen monitors at his station. Doug thumbed up the volume 
on the speaker. 

 “found brutally slashed to death in her apartment this 
morning,” the immaculately groomed reporter said serenely 
into the camera; behind her was an apartment building, a line 
of police tape. “The body is still being identified. Preliminary 
reports indicate that the attacker was armed with a knife, 
and—” 

 “What, did Logan do something?” Illyana asked. 

 “That apartment,” Doug said, “belongs to Rain 
Sinclair.” 

 “You think she snapped and killed somebody?” Illyana 
frowned, puzzled. 

 “I think you should go take a look,” Doug replied. 

 A stepping disk snapped up around her with a hiss and a 
twirl of pale, dark flame. Illyana was gone.  
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 As her feet twisted into hooves, Illyana leaned over her 
scrying pool and peered into it intently. She saw the front of 
the building she had seen through the television, then her 
scry swooped up, inside, following the police that traveled 
back and forth like ants carrying bits of food from a carcass 
to their hill. She reached the apartment with the broken door. 
Inside. 

 The blood. Smashed furniture. Then her breath caught 
in her throat. 

 “Oh no,” she whispered. “Rain…” 

 

 Logan stood, fists planted on his hips, smiling to himself 
as he surveyed Stark‟s domain. Everything in its right place. 
Running smoothly. A beautiful spring day, and he was a man 
in love. 

 A slow, hissing slide breathed behind him as a stepping 
disk reluctantly slid down. Logan turned to see Illyana, white 
as a sheet. “You okay?” he asked, concerned. 

 “No,” she replied, “and neither are you.” 

 “What‟s the matter?” he demanded, prickling unease 
chilling up his back. 

 “Rain Sinclair was murdered last night,” Illyana said 
softly, trembling. 

 Logan stared. 

 Tried to form a question. 

 Couldn‟t. 

 “Show me,” he choked out, and the bottom fell out of 
the world as the stepping disk swept up around him. 

 Logan leaned over the scrying pool. “Show me Rain.” 

 The coroner was just zipping the bodybag shut, but 
Logan got a glimpse of the face. He tried to light a cigar, but 
his hands were shaking too badly; he flung the cigar away. A 
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demon slunk out of cover and picked it up, sniffed it, nibbled 
it. 

 “Front door,” Logan growled. Illyana directed the scry 
to the door. Logan nodded to himself, noting how the chain 
had been busted off the door. The strength that slung the 
couch in front of it, leaving grooves in the floor that were 
still visible after the couch had been moved. “Living room.” 

 He saw the crucifix discarded in the corner, the dent at 
shoulder height in the sheetrock. There was no doubt. There 
could be no doubt. But still he looked. Because he wanted to 
be sure. When the time came. 

 Illyana panned the view across the kitchen; the smeared 
wall, the gory floor, the broken chair. Logan stuffed his 
hands in his pockets as he began to shake. 

 “She didn‟t defend herself,” he managed through 
clenched teeth. “Of course.” He looked at Illyana, his eyes 
wild with pain. “What kinda person chops up a lady who 
won‟t defend herself?” 

 Illyana didn‟t dare touch him, had nothing to say, she 
just stood with round eyes, uncertain. 

 “Bring me some air,” he said, nodding at the apartment. 
Illyana opened a disk, the size of a dime, up by the ceiling. 
The other end of the stepping disk opened in front of Logan, 
he sniffed at it. 

 New shoes. Chemicals. Crime scene technicians, leather, 
gunsmoke, cook-smoke. Fear. Blood. Death. And Maria 
Callasantos, an acrid scent under the others. 

 Logan took a deep, unsteady breath. “Put me in my 
room at Stark‟s place. I need some time. I don‟t want to be 
disturbed.” He gazed down into the pool, seeing nothing. 

 Illyana nodded, the scry view shifted to his room, and a 
stepping disk carried Logan away. Illyana did not continue 
watching him to see how he would react. She shifted the 
view, homing in on Elizabeth where she stood in a farmer‟s 
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market. She wore jeans, a jacket, a ball cap. She was very 
ordinary. Illyana flickered a stepping disk over herself, 
emerging on the roof of the market stall. She slid down into 
the crowd, approached Elizabeth. 

 Who looked up, eyes narrowed, then relaxed with a 
smile. “Illyana,” she said with a smile. “This is a surprise.” 

 “Rain Sinclair was murdered last night,” Illyana said 
without preamble. Elizabeth was very still for a long 
moment. 

 “Does Logan know?”  

 “I just told him.” 

 “What did he do?” 

 Illyana glanced away. “I showed him the crime scene, 
then he wanted to spend some time alone in his room at 
Stark‟s place.” 

 Elizabeth nodded. “Logan is a man of action,” she said. 
“Right now he‟s building his vision, settling on his 
perspective. And when he‟s done, he will know what he is 
going to do. At that point, it is best to be with him or stay 
out of it.” She looked Illyana in the eye. “I‟m going to help 
him,” she said. 

 “So am I,” Illyana said firmly. “If he wants my help.” 

 “I suspect he will,” Elizabeth noted. “His honor won‟t 
let him go off half cocked and do something he‟ll regret. No, 
he‟ll reason it out, come to a conclusion…” She shook her 
head. “I can only guess at what that will be. He needs our 
help, Illyana. If for no other reason than to make sure he 
doesn‟t wreck his own life because of this death.” 

 “Right,” Illyana said, reassured to have someone else 
with her, someone rational. 

 “Let‟s go to Stark‟s lounge, outside Logan‟s door,” 
Elizabeth said. “Not to disturb him. But to be there in case 
he needs us.” 



 

   133 

 They headed for a bathroom. Once inside, fire carried 
them off Prime. 

 

 They flashed down in the lounge. 

 “Why don‟t you tell Stark about this,” Elizabeth 
suggested to Illyana. “He may wish to cover the funeral 
expenses.” Illyana nodded, and strode out of the lounge in 
search of Stark.  

 Piotr‟s door opened and he stepped out, freshly 
showered and nattily dressed in khakis and a sweater, his 
dark hair tousled. He flashed a smile at Elizabeth, and 
approached. 

 “What a pleasure to see you!” he began. 

 “Rain is dead,” Elizabeth replied. “Logan is in his room 
right now, trying to come to grips with it.” 

 “How did she die?” Piotr asked, startled, unable to grasp 
the idea. 

 Elizabeth looked him in the eye. “She was murdered in 
cold blood,” she said. 

 Piotr staggered back, his eyes wild; reflexively, energy 
swelled around him, and his flesh rippled to steel. He roared, 
and slung a hit down on the couch, shattering it. Then he 
staggered back, covering his face with his hands, sagging 
down to his knees, sliding back from steel to flesh. 

 Nothing but a steady, impenetrable silence could be 
heard from Logan‟s room. 

 Elizabeth settled to wait. 
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Wednesday, April 14, 2004 

 Elizabeth was instantly awake as Logan‟s door opened. 
She glanced at the clock; shortly before six in the morning. 
Piotr lay on the remaining couch, blanket clutched to his 
chest as he softly snored.  Elizabeth rose to her feet, 
watching Logan; he seemed a decade older, his eyes were 
weary, he leaned against the doorframe. 

 “I‟m with you,” Elizabeth said. “You name it, I‟m in. 
However you want to play it.” 

 Logan let his gaze wander over to Piotr, then he rubbed 
his face. “Funeral?” 

 “Ten o‟clock tomorrow morning at the Dawnside 
Memorial Chapel, graveside following in Park Lawn 
cemetery,” Elizabeth replied. 

 Logan nodded to himself. “I‟m going to the funeral,” he 
said hoarsely. “Then I‟m going to have a word with Frost 
and Callasantos. In that order.” He slowly shook his head. 
“Gotta think through it some more,” he muttered. Then his 
blood-shot eyes fixed on Elizabeth as Piotr snored. 

 “I shoulda protected her better,” he said quietly. 

 “You weren‟t her bodyguard. You couldn‟t have 
known.” 

 “There‟s all kinds a ways ta protect somebody,” Logan 
replied, weariness soaked through him. “Maybe if she had‟na 
been terrified a hellfire…” He shook his head. “I still can‟t 
grasp it,” he whispered. 

 “Take the time you need, Logan,” Elizabeth replied. 

 “She died alone,” Logan said, his voice trembling. “I let 
her die alone.” 

 Elizabeth simply touched him. He nodded, abruptly, 
then stepped back into his room and closed the door. 
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 Elizabeth resumed her vigil as Piotr snorted. She waited. 
To be there. When the time came. 

 

Thursday, April 15, 2004. Tax Day 

 Not a cloud in the sky. The wind was brisk, the 
depthless sky awash in shades of blue. A surprising number 
of people attended the closure of the memorial service. 

 Ushers led the dead woman‟s family to the lobby. First, 
the tall spare man who had conducted the service. His hair 
was iron gray, his hands powerful; he had the aesthetic look 
of a warrior-monk. He was half of the receiving line.  

 Next to him, his shortness pronounced, Logan took his 
place. He wore the same suit he had worn on Easter, but this 
time he didn‟t fidget. He stood rigidly still. 

 “So, Reverend Sinclair. Nobody from the orphanage?” 
Logan growled as the funereal music from the organ flowed 
through the open door and the ushers prepared for an 
orderly evacuation of the chapel. 

 “She was not well liked ,” Sinclair replied in his deep 
voice. He eyed Logan once again, as he had several times 
during the service. “Interesting that she died shortly after you 
arrived in her life,” he murmured. 

 Logan gritted his teeth. “You should be very proud, 
Inquisitor Sinclair,” he muttered. “She stayed pure, right up 
to the point where she got shredded to death and her heart 
yanked out. You figure that got her into heaven? Does hell 
have different suburbs for those who die trying? Or did she 
go straight to the lake of fire because she was an 
abomination?” He choked off his words, jaw clenched. 

 The Inquisitor frowned at him, bringing his icy will to 
bear, looming over the shorter man, burying him in his 
shadow. “You should consider your next words very 
carefully, creature,” he almost purred, his voice made of slick 
and heavy menace. 
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 “Don‟t you talk to me anymore,” Logan replied, eyes 
boring right into that icy glare and not giving an inch. His 
forearms twitched as he deliberately planted his wrists on his 
hips. 

 “You have no idea who you‟re dealing with,” Sinclair 
breathed, rage twitching in his eyes. 

 Then the first row of mourners approached the two 
men. First, a dapper man in a dark suit, slender and sleek. At 
his side was a shapely red-head. 

 “I‟m sorry about your loss,” the suave man said 
sincerely, shaking Sinclair‟s hand as the redhead smiled 
sympathetically. 

 “Thank you,” Sinclair responded. “And thank you for 
subsidizing the service. That was very generous.” 

 Stark just nodded, then he moved down to Logan. His 
eyes narrowed. “Whatever you need,” he said quietly, 
gripping Logan‟s hard hand. Then he headed out. 

 “I‟m so sorry,” Natasha said to Logan, giving him a brief 
hug. “Be careful.” She followed Stark as Illyana stood before 
Sinclair. 

 “Good work,” Illyana said shortly, not shaking his hand. 
She moved to Logan. “We‟re with you,” she nodded. 
“Elizabeth gave us the bare bones of the plan. We‟re all here 
for you.” She pulled him into a hug. “I miss her already,” she 
added, her eyes blurring. She turned, leaving the chapel, as 
Elizabeth stood before Sinclair. 

 “One less monster?” Elizabeth murmured to Sinclair, 
whose expression was steadily darkening. She stepped over 
to Logan, pulling him into a hug. “Not long now,” she 
murmured, and she stepped away. 

 “What are you planning?” Sinclair asked grimly as the 
line carried Strange to him. 



 

   137 

 “Truly, a great loss,” Strange said sympathetically, 
shaking Sinclair‟s hand. He turned to Logan. “Don‟t let this 
eat you up,” he murmured. “You still have one daughter left 
to live for.” 

 Logan nodded, shaking his hand, glancing over to Piotr 
as Strange left the chapel. 

 “Rain was not evil,” Piotr said, frowning at Sinclair. “She 
was a beautiful woman. Now she is gone. Your prayer. It 
seemed short,” he concluded. 

 “Thank you for your kind thoughts,” Sinclair said 
through his teeth as Piotr moved on to Logan. 

 “Do not hesitate to call upon me,” he murmured. “I am 
so sorry, Little Father.” He pulled him into a crushing hug, 
and Logan‟s eyes started filling up. 

 Piotr headed out as Sinclair glared at Logan. “Any other 
member of my Order would have had her killed,” Sinclair 
hissed at Logan. “I tried to save her, not use her.” 

 A slim young man stepped up to Sinclair, his eyes 
haunted. “You‟re a good man,” Doug said, shaking Sinclair‟s 
hand. “But you really need to stop talking to Logan, before 
he hits you.” 

 Sinclair tried to smile at him, and the young man looked 
away, not speaking to Logan at all. 

 Three men in dark coats nodded to Sinclair, shaking his 
hand, staring distastefully at Logan, exchanging covert 
glances. 

 As they left the chapel to step into the sunlight, they 
hesitated. 

 The slender Asian woman waited for them. She smiled, 
a peculiar cast to her expression. “This once,” she 
murmured, “live and let live.” 

 As one, they scowled. 
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 “Tony Scapelli,” she said to the first. “You live at 1436 
Wylder Avenue, in Jersey. You report to Master Eldwin, who 
runs his operation out of the back of Bill‟s Sporting Goods. 
Your team expects you back in two hours. The password to 
the safe house in Manhattan is „tears of Joppa.‟” She 
hesitated, meeting their eyes, each in turn. “Do any of you 
doubt my ability to destroy your order on the East Coast?” 

 Pale, they simply stared. 

 “Live and let live,” she replied softly. “If any harm 
comes to Logan, the Arch Prelate of the Order and everyone 
he knows is dead.” She offered no threat. Only assurance. 

 Her eyes locked on the third witch hunter in the trio. 
“You are thinking that Logan is a monster,” she said softly, 
“you recognize his lycanthropy. But do you really want your 
friends to know what is in the safe deposit box in the bank?” 
she asked clearly. He flinched, alarmed, as the other two 
slowly turned to look at him. 

 “I have no idea what she‟s talking about,” he said 
breathlessly. 

 “Logan struggles with guilt after he does what he has to 
do,” Elizabeth said in a voice so gentle it was barely audible. 
“I don‟t. The decision is yours.” 

 They left, and they didn‟t look back. 

 “That might come back to haunt you later,” Illyana 
noted from the shade of a tree, several yards away. 

 Elizabeth‟s eyes narrowed. “Possible,” she said simply. 
“Killing each and every one of them might provide an 
interesting exercise, too.” 

 The receiving line was still filtering out of the chapel. 
Illyana strolled up behind Elizabeth. “What is Logan 
planning?” she asked. 



 

   139 

 “Zero bodycount,” Elizabeth replied. “I told him we 
would do this his way. He wants to keep it low profile, but 
you‟re the key to the plan.” 

 “I am?”  

 “Yes. And if all goes well, you‟ll never arrive on the 
scene,” Elizabeth replied, facing her. “It goes like this.” And 
she laid it all out. 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN 

 “Callasantos killed Rain Sinclair,” Xavier said, brows 
contracted in a frown. “You‟ve gone too far, Frost.” 

 She faced him coolly, her heavy desk separating them. 
She shrugged. “I wanted to see what would happen. Maria 
was acting on her own. I just supplied her with a little 
information.” 

 “I checked Maria‟s mind,” Xavier said. He paused. 
“Maria mentioned you by name. Logan can track her 
activities back to you. And that will lead him here.” 

 Frost‟s smile turned chilly. “Exactly. Here. Quite 
possibly the most secure location in North America.” She 
leaned back and stretched, then snuggled into the chair. 
“That shaved monkey is not getting through our defenses, no 
matter how clever he is.” 

 With a hissing snarl, a disk of pale and dark flame 
whirled up around her chair. She vanished, the chair with 
her. Xavier stared at the empty space. 

 “I—I‟ve seen that,” he whispered. “Somewhere 
before…” 

 

 The eldritch light whisped away, leaving the executive 
chair and Emma Frost stranded in a dank basement under a 
single bare light bulb. She stared around, mind whirling out 
around her. She felt a noisy mind, difficult to read— 
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 “Logan?” she said uncertainly as she fixed on a short, 
solid man standing by her chair. She scowled. “What‟s the 
meaning of—” 

 A backhand slammed across her face with the force of a 
baseball bat, knocking her against the side of the chair; 
wheeled, it rolled, and she awkwardly slid out of the chair, 
down on her knees, her elbows on the seat. 

 Shocked and furious, she fired a psionic spear into his 
mind that could quite possibly kill him. It flared apart and 
splintered against the defense of another psycher; Frost 
blinked, twisting her thought to seek out her opponent. 

 Distracted, she missed Logan‟s rapid approach; she 
glanced up as he loomed over her, and another backhand 
slap whipped across the side of her head, knocking her 
sprawling on the rough, damp concrete. 

 A hard, startlingly strong hand gripped her shoulder and 
slung her up, knocking her back into the chair. The chair 
rolled back and bumped against the wall; she felt blood 
trickle from her nose and mouth, her whole face throbbed as 
rage burned in her skin. She stared at the hairy silhouette 
between her and the feeble light. His sweeping hair caught 
the dim light, she saw the rock-hard swells of muscle on his 
short frame. 

 “Why,” he demanded flatly. 

 “Why what?” she retorted, slightly addled as she let her 
anger bolster her nerve, sitting up defiantly in the chair. 

 She couldn‟t adjust to his speed; his hand whipped out 
and fetched a hard slap against her face, laying her across the 
arm of the chair. “Maria Callasantos mentioned you by 
name,” Logan growled, a deep fury rasping in his chest. “I 
looked into that girl‟s eyes. She don‟t have the discipline to 
study up on me enough to find out about Rain. Somebody 
helped her. Told her to target me, then helped her do it. 
Why?” 
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 “She‟s sending out a distress call,” murmured a 
disembodied voice from the shadows of the room. Frost 
looked around wildly as her reddened cheek started to swell, 
but she simply couldn‟t get a lock on the psionic force that 
countered her. She doubled her efforts, screaming through 
the ether, touching Xavier‟s mind and shouting into it. Help! 
NOW! She made her beacon as strong as she could. 

 “Good,” Logan nodded. “You just make good and God 
damned sure that your back-up brings Maria Callasantos. I 
need to talk to her. This is not optional. Your life depends on 
it.” His eyes were dark caverns of shadow, glittering 
reflections deep inside. His face was a chiseled mask of 
resolve and cold anger, and Frost found fear blooming 
through her, weakening her. 

 No one had ever hit her like this before. A debilitating 
wave of helplessness rocked her to her foundation. 

 Scrabbling to her feet, she sprinted for a shadowy corner 
that held a door. Logan gripped the arm of the chair and sent 
it skidding in an unwieldy arc across the floor. It slammed 
into her and tripped her up; she slapped down on the 
concrete hard, her head rebounding, and for a moment the 
room tilted and shifted as dark suns popped behind her eyes. 
She whimpered, sprawled on the concrete. 

 Then that implacable, merciless grip locked in her hair 
and dragged her up. She screamed, and Logan tossed her 
back into the chair, which tilted crazily as it slung back under 
her weight. 

 “We aint gonna tie you up,” Logan said, “but if you 
keep tryin ta get away, I‟ll break your ankles.” 

 “You gonna kill me?” she sniffed, terrified, as blood 
warmed her mouth. 

 “No,” Logan murmured. “Even if you beg for it.” 

 Frost wavered, then thrust a psionic attack into Logan‟s 
mind with wicked speed and unholy strength. He blinked and 
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twitched, but the brunt of the attack was scattered by Frost‟s 
unseen adversary—then an open handed slap caught Frost 
across the nose, whipping her back against the chair, sending 
it rebounding from the wall as Logan shook his head. 

 “I think we‟ve established our credentials,” he drawled 
as her heart raced and the room seemed to close in around 
her. “You can keep fightin us, and rack up an impressive 
amount of damage with no hope a dyin. Or you can start 
answerin questions.” He paused. “I know your type. Bleedin 
is fine and good so long as other people are doin it. But now? 
Now it‟s just you an me an a few a my friends. So you‟re 
gonna talk, and bleed. The question is, whether you walk 
away from this or spend the rest of your life in a wheelchair 
fed intravenously and steerin with yer chin.” No amusement. 
No mercy. Simple fact. 

 “What was the question?” she whispered, mind darting 
through one unworkable plan after another, cursing Xavier 
for his slowness. 

 “Why‟d you pick me? Why send Maria at me?” 

 Frost struggled to pull her scattered thoughts together, 
to remember what happened before this basement. 

 “I wanted to see—see what she was made of—how she 
handled truth,” Frost managed. “I chose you because of the 
Creed connection. Because you work for Stark, so she had to 
work for it. Had to get in somehow.” Her aching, throbbing 
jaw clenched. “I don‟t see why you‟re punishing me for what 
Callasantos did.” 

 “What did you give her,” Logan pressed, his voice 
settling into a dangerously quiet tone. “How much did you 
tell her.” 

 “Pictures of you, your adopted family, addresses, basic 
rundown on all of your abilities,” Frost admitted grudgingly, 
feeling the light pressure of the other psycher‟s mind, not 
daring to lie. She pushed back against the other psycher, 
unsettled by her inability to get a fix— 
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 Logan‟s balled up fist crashed into Frost‟s face, 
slamming her mouth, knocking her half senseless as she 
rolled out of her chair and thudded down on the concrete. 
She heard a whimpering sobbing, realized it was her. 
Unsteadily pushing herself up on her elbows, she saw two of 
her teeth glittering in the spatter of blood under her face. 
Hot blood rushed into her mouth, and she spat on the gory 
floor. 

 She heard the flick of a lighter; Logan lit a cigar as she 
struggled to breathe, her whole face numb. Then he balled 
up a handful of her jacket in his fist, and flung her back in 
the chair, where she choked and sobbed, the chair crazily 
tilting. 

 Logan followed it, implacable, unmoved. 

 She slammed a foot down, stopping her progress. She 
tasted her death, and the fear overbalanced everything as it 
spun into rage. 

 “Touch me again,” she said, distantly noting that she 
was shockingly lucid, “and I will kill you. And your family. 
Everyone you‟ve ever loved.” She locked eyes with him, 
whipping together the psychic attack of a lifetime. 

 She tried to dodge this time, but his fist caught her 
squarely in the chest and slammed her back into the padded 
chair, utterly incapable of breathing, her energy and focus 
scattered as her body fought for air. 

 “I said I wouldn‟t kill you,” he explained. “But I sure as 
hell aint against ripping your mind to pieces and leaving it 
laying around for the neighborhood kids to play with. Now 
you can tell me what I want to know, or you can spend the 
rest of your long life drooling on your jammies in a ward.” 
He paused. “Don‟t threaten me again. Callasantos on her way 
yet?” 

 Frost whimpered, then focused her mind and touched 
Xavier again. She felt him flinch back from her scream, so 
she screamed louder, then rebounded to her battered body. 
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“Yes,” she managed. “The cavalry is on the way, and you 
aren‟t making it out of here alive. Whatever happens to me, 
you‟re dead,” she hissed. 

 He snatched a handful of her hair and cranked her head 
back, he stared into her eyes. “Sounded like a threat,” he 
murmured. “What happens when you threaten me? Do I 
need to remind you?” 

 “Just a fact,” she managed breathlessly, her scalp 
screaming as hair strained to its limits with exquisite 
slowness. Logan released her, turning his back on her as she 
slumped in the chair, her breathing shallow. 

 “The cavalry is welcome,” Logan muttered, his voice 
hard. “Just so long as Callasantos is saddled up with em.” 

 Unable to help herself, Frost cried softly. 

* 

 Xavier gritted his teeth, looking over the desk to the 
stately gentleman with silver hair and deep eyes. 

 “Magnus, he‟s hurting her,” Xavier said. “Logan 
kidnapped Frost, using an unknown method, and he‟s 
torturing her for information.” 

 “Why?” Magnus asked thoughtfully, his voice deep. 
“Why is he targeting her?” 

 “Frost sent Callasantos to Logan to find out about 
Creed, who is her father,” Xavier explained. 

 “Seems a bit of an overreaction on Logan‟s part,” 
Magnus noted. 

 Xavier shrugged. “She also gave Callasantos information 
on Logan‟s family. Callasantos murdered Logan‟s daughter.” 

 Magnus thought that over, brooding. 

 “Frost is begging for rescue,” Xavier said tersely. “And 
she demands we bring Callasantos. That‟s who Logan really 
wants.” 
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 “Interesting that he did not simply go after her instead.” 

 “Perhaps he‟s making a point,” Xavier observed. “What 
do you plan to do?” 

 Magnus frowned. “She‟s brought us trouble, from a 
misfired scheme on a petty scale with small stakes. She 
shouldn‟t have to die for that, but I‟m in no hurry to rescue 
her, either.” He leaned back in his chair, pondering. “Perhaps 
she will reconsider her secrecy and autonomy if she 
understands that we will only protect her if we are working 
together.” He lapsed into silence. 

 Xavier flinched. “She is insistent, Magnus,” he said, 
strained. 

 Magnus nodded decisively. “Tell her that we will rescue 
her at dusk, and we will bring Callasantos with us. She should 
understand.” 

 Xavier nodded, half relieved. 

 “Then, Logan will learn the folly of interfering with my 
servants,” Magnus concluded quietly, eyes narrowing. 

* 

 “They‟ll—they‟re coming—at dusk,” Frost managed, 
wincing against her throbbing headache. 

 Logan nodded. “Well then. That‟s out of the way. While 
we wait, I‟ve got questions for you. How do you know so 
much about me?” he demanded. 

 “Usual sources,” she muttered, hanging her head so her 
hair fell around her face. 

 Logan slapped the back of her head, hard. “Wrong. 
There are no usual sources on me. Try again.” 

 She coiled in her chair, seething, but wary too. She 
blinked the tears out of her eyes. “Alright, alright, just stop 
hitting me!” she said. “A powerful psycher that worked with 
the Parapsychological Studies Institute built a machine called 
Cerebro that intensifies psychic probing power. I used it to 
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find those with different talents, with potential. As I was 
combing New York, I ran across you, and I used my network 
to find out everything there is to know. Then I found out 
some more.” 

 “How does it work?” he growled. 

 “Something to do with energy signatures, my techs 
hashed out the details. I just use it.” 

 “Who did you find? What sorts of powers?” Logan 
demanded. 

 “Genetic tampering from the Project, illegitimate 
children, that sort of thing,” she sulked. “Aside from a 
handful of techs and a couple of my close associates, you and 
me are the only ones who know about this thing. Cerebro.” 

 “So it found me. And Rain.” 

 “Right,” Frost said wearily. “I prodded your mind a 
little, and found images locked away behind a trauma barrier 
in your mind. As I poked at it, some memories seeped 
through. When I found Rain, I recognized her energy 
signature from the one in your mind, so I sent Maria in to 
check it out, stir the pot and see what happened. Maria could 
be a great agent, or she could be a liability.” Frost shrugged 
feebly. “She turned out to be a liability.” 

 Logan turned that over in his mind, thinking about the 
dreams. He shivered slightly. “What else did you find out 
about? What other dirty tricks is the Project hatching?” 

 “For one, they‟re destroyed,” she said. “The Inborn 
experiments banded together and wiped out a couple New 
York bases, went down to the old underwater base and 
finished it off.” 

 “Project, finished?” Logan managed. “What underwater 
base?” 
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 “It‟s destroyed now,” Frost sighed. “I lost a fair number 
of students when they took it upon themselves to go after 
the Project.” 

 “Kids did it?” Logan echoed, struggling to grasp the 
idea. He sucked on his cigar. “Tell me about the Inborn 
project. All about it.” 

 She looked at him blankly for a moment, and he raised 
his hand. 

 “Alright!” she said quickly, flinching back. “Alright. 
Extechops was playing cut and paste with genetically 
encoded abilities,” she began. 

 Logan listened alertly as Frost began to share out her 
hoard of secrets. Far above, the sun inched towards the 
western horizon. 

* 

 Illyana watched intently, following the flickering 
conversation in her scry. Then she shifted the pool so two 
views overlapped slightly. 

 “Why did you not tell me of this place?” Piotr asked in 
wonder. 

 

 Stark faced him with a sigh. “After Xavier, I wanted to 
be sure that I had a place I could go that was totally 
protected from psionic intrusion,” Stark replied. “So I built 
this place. The walls are lined with an energy signature that I 
believe protects anyone inside from mental attack.” 

 “How about that teleporting?” Natasha asked. “Does 
this room protect against that?” 

 “Probably not,” Stark shrugged. “Illyana said it was 
magic. I have no idea how to deal with that.” He sat at the 
desk, looking at Natasha and Piotr. “Illyana said we are to get 
ready when she tells us to, because we might be sent into 
battle to help Logan.” 
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 “I just wonder where Illyana is. And where Elizabeth is. 
Why can they be there, and we must wait?” Piotr demanded. 

 

 Illyana smiled at the reflection of her brother. “Don‟t 
sweat it,” she murmured. “Push comes to shove, Peter 
Parker and Strange and Valeria get yanked in here too. This 
time, it better stay civil.” She shook her head. “I can‟t believe 
I just said that about one of Logan‟s plans.” 

 She let the image of the ready room fade, and she 
returned to watching Frost‟s lengthy confession of secrets. 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 

 “So,” Logan said into the silence, “this Magnus fella is 
gonna rule the world, so you an yer pals got pulled in to help 
parcel it out. One-Worlders.” 

 “Right,” Frost nodded wearily. 

 Logan sniffed, tilting his head and squinting. “It‟s been 
most educational,” he muttered. “Looks like yer rescuers 
have arrived.” 

 The ceiling buckled and peeled back, overstressed wood 
and mortar screeching and cracking as it was effortlessly 
pushed aside. No one in the surrounding slum could be paid 
enough to notice the shredding of the building. The 
abandoned tenement tore and twisted out of the way, and 
Logan found himself hurling back to slam into the wall, 
unable to move. 

 Down from the sunset-washed sky, several figures 
drifted into the exposed basement. First among them was a 
tall, older man wearing a simple black suit, his hair combed 
back from his austere face. Beside him was a thin, dapper 
man who was bald, his eyebrows upswept. Behind them, a 
young man with a tousled mop of dark hair dropped from 
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the sky. Callasantos clung to his back, and he shrugged her 
off when they landed. She quivered, tail tucked low. 

 “I‟ve half a mind to simply tear you apart,” the tall, 
stately man noted. “I am Magnus. This is my colleague 
Xavier, and our assistants. Mr. Rider and Ms. Callasantos. 
And your life is forfeit for audacity.” 

 “Wait,” Logan said simply through his locked jaw. 
“Letsh talk.” 

 Magnus raised an eyebrow. “Talk,” he said, magnetic 
control freeing Logan‟s head only. 

 “Maybe you can‟t tell by lookin,” Logan said, short of 
breath as his ribcage locked in place, “but you‟re on a 
chessboard. Sure, you can take me out. But there‟s a lot of 
other pieces waiting in the wings. I fall, then we start tradin 
pieces until one side runs out. That aint civilized.” 

 Xavier frowned, probing Logan‟s mind hard enough to 
push through the noise. “Stark and his people, some 
wizards,” Xavier murmured. “He‟s not bluffing. We‟re being 
watched from another dimension right now. My psionics 
can‟t reach wherever his daughter is.” 

 “Torture and kidnapping aren‟t civilized,” Magnus 
observed mildly. 

 “Neither is casually killing off a man‟s child,” Logan 
shot back. 

 “Violence will not get you whatever it is you want,” 
Magnus said as he examined his fingernails. “Especially not 
against us.” 

 “What it does do is get your attention, and hold it long 
enough for us to chat,” Logan replied. “I‟m not gonna start 
anything. Let me go.” 

 Magnus considered him, intrigued. Then he quirked an 
eyebrow, and Logan dropped to his feet. He could breathe 
again. He nodded to himself. 
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 “So what is it that you want? What‟s worth all this 
effort? And the risk of destruction?” Magnus asked, 
unwillingly curious. 

 “Kill him,” Frost managed to whisper, distinct and 
furious. 

 Logan shook his head. “You mind control me, attack 
me… I want this to be zero bodycount. But my instructions 
to my backup were clear. I get so much as scratched, heads 
come off and you all die.” 

 “I‟ll take your word for it,” Magnus said. “You do 
understand that you‟ll be punished for this attack, however. 
Especially since it took place under our very noses.” 

 “Maybe,” Logan shrugged. “But I was doin you a 
service. I had no plan ta kill Frost here. Just to explain things 
to her. Give her a reason ta think twice before she pulls this 
again. She says she was operating on her own, not with you 
all. Maybe I punished her for you, an that‟s all.” 

 “You‟re a surprisingly shrewd little man,” Magnus said. 
Xavier couldn‟t help but smile slightly, his mind cast back to 
a snowy mountaintop years ago. Magnus made a decision, 
nodding to himself. “You intrigue me. We‟ll hear you out.” 

 “Frost took something priceless and irreplaceable from 
me,” Logan said quietly. “Killing her won‟t bring Rain back. 
Kicking off a bloodbath won‟t do anybody any good. The 
way I feel right now,” he added, shaking his head as nausea 
clenched in his belly, “all the blood in the world wouldn‟t 
make a damn bit of difference. Rain is still dead. And 
nothing can wash that away, not even an ocean of killing.” 

 He took a deep breath. “So I tried ta figger out how ta 
do somethin about this hole in me, how ta get some good 
outa all this. I gotta talk ta her,” he nodded towards 
Callasantos. “Then I‟m ready ta walk away and call it quits.” 

 “Seems like an awful lot of trouble for a conversation,” 
Magnus noted. 
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 “Well, that‟s part of it,” Logan admitted. “But I couldn‟t 
let the mastermind behind it get away scot free either. 
Because a her tamperin, her curiosity, her sick game, my 
daughter is dead. I needed to express my disapproval to her. 
And I think I managed it,” he shrugged. Frost clenched her 
jaw, her face a purpled mass of bruise, her nose broken, teeth 
missing. 

 She glared at Logan, and for a tense moment she almost 
lashed out. Then Xavier‟s mind touched hers, and she 
slumped, furious but rebuked. 

 “Callasantos,” Magnus said. “Come forward.” 

 She did, hunched and quivering, fear streaked through 
her posture and scent. Logan stared at her dispassionately, 
linking the slaughter in the apartment to the angry girl that 
had postured as he told her truth. Now she cowered, totally 
unnerved by the idea that she had no idea what to expect. 

 Everyone else stepped back, leaving Logan and Maria 
together. 

 Logan reached into his jeans pocket and pulled out a flat 
square of plastic. He held it out to Maria, who warily took it. 

 “That‟s a picture of Rain,” Logan said, his voice hard. 
Maria blinked at the picture embedded in the plastic, puzzled; 
she looked back up to Logan. 

 He nodded. “I want you to have that. To look at it. 
Because that‟s a life you ended. Because you couldn‟t contain 
yer frustration.” He reached out and clamped her chin 
between his thumb and finger. 

 “Her whole life,” he said softly, gazing deep into her 
eyes, “she fought evil as she understood it. She was so 
careful. Careful to bring more to the world than she took 
from it. She was so alone, but she was struggling so hard. She 
believed in transcending the flaws fate handed her. She 
wanted nothing more than to become a force for good in 
this world.” 
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 He let that hang between them as Maria quivered 
slightly, not daring to pull away. 

 Logan released her. “You killed that. You killed an 
innocent. A woman who didn‟t deserve it. Who never did a 
damn thing to you. Just because you couldn‟t handle 
yourself. This is it.” He settled into a balanced stance. 

 “Maria Callasantos, I‟m takin yer life,” he growled. 
“Nobody is gonna die here today. But I‟m takin yer life. 
What that woman started,” he said, pointing at the picture in 
Maria‟s hand, “you gotta finish because she can’t. You don‟t 
get to decide what to do with your life anymore. It isn‟t yours 
to waste. You don‟t get to be apathetic anymore. That‟s a 
luxury. You can‟t give back to the world what you took from 
it. But yer gonna try.” 

 She stared at him, shocked, trying to understand. His 
nostrils flared. 

 “Dammit, Maria,” he said in a rough voice, his breathing 
uneven. “Creed coulda been one of the best of us. But he 
was too selfish. He was too lazy. No discipline. That don‟t 
mean you gotta be that way,” he growled. “You can‟t afford 
to be. Not anymore. Understand!” It wasn‟t a question, but a 
demand. 

 Terrified, she nodded rapidly. 

 “Swear it,” he barked, his eyes shining with unshed tears, 
pain shaping his face. “Swear it!” 

 She flinched. “I swear it,” she stammered, confused. 

 “What!” he snapped. “What do you swear?” 

 “I—I will take over—I will stand up for what is right—I 
will honor my debt—I will try to fix my mistake,” she 
babbled, eyes fixed on Logan‟s furious, wounded stare. 

 Logan gripped her trembling shoulders. “I know what 
sort of person you are,” he growled. “Deep inside, under the 
confusion and the hurt. You can do this,” he almost 
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whispered. “And one way or another, this oath…” His eyes 
delved into hers, down to her very soul. “This oath will 
follow you to your grave.” He let her go, leaning back, spent. 

 She let out a gasp, her chest fighting for breath, tears 
streaming down matted channels in the fur on her face. She 
shook violently, twitching with an excess of emotion. 

 Logan buried his face in his hands for a few long 
seconds, then he took a deep breath and pressed at his face. 
He let his hands drop, and he fixed his weary eyes on 
Magnus. 

 “I‟m going to walk away,” he said quietly. He nodded to 
himself. “Let this be finished, Magnus,” he added. “I got 
what I came for.” Surprised, Logan noticed the silent tears 
streaking down Xavier‟s face. Magnus watched Logan, 
contemplative. 

 Xavier cleared his throat. “I… I know what it‟s like… to 
lose a child you just… found. To violence, and darkness,” he 
managed around the lump in his throat. He cleared his throat 
again. “This is done. The slate between us… it‟s clean.” 

 Logan nodded, glanced cautiously at the others. He 
backed up, then turned and walked to the edge of the 
basement. A peculiar pale disk of dark flame whirled behind 
him, and he fell back into it and vanished. 

 Magnus faced Xavier curiously. “You speak for us?” 

 Xavier looked him square in the eye, then he sniffed and 
rubbed tears from his eyes. “We are wise,” he said hoarsely. 
“We choose our enemies. And we do not choose men like 
Logan. Or those he inspires to be his allies.” 

 “I suspect that is a very astute position,” Magnus agreed 
thoughtfully. “I wonder if he could be persuaded to join us.” 

 “No,” Xavier said with a shake of his head. “Logan just 
wants to be left alone,” he added. “I suggest we give him 
what he wants.” He tossed a disgusted glance at Frost. “All 
of us.” 
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 Frost‟s chuckle was spiteful, full of pain. “I need a 
doctor,” she muttered. “And a dentist.” 

 The young man who had carried Maria down to the 
basement cleared his throat. “Uh, Maria?” he said. “Are you 
coming back with us?” 

 “N-no,” she managed, her heart still racing, a peculiar 
resonant wonder in her eyes. “I have… a lot to think about.” 

 “Very well,” Magnus nodded. “If you need to come 
back, you know where we are.” He gestured, lifting Xavier 
and Frost on magnetic force. The young man smiled at Maria 
uncertainly, then sprang into the air himself. The four of 
them rapidly vanished into the night, leaving Maria alone and 
shivering. She crouched, pulling out the picture and studying 
it with a slight frown. 

 Satisfied, Elizabeth smiled to herself and vanished into 
the night. 

* 

 Surrounded by the dim glow of candles, Logan lay face 
down on the pillows. He hid his face, just letting himself 
breathe. Elizabeth knelt beside him, rubbing him. Her hands 
explored his back, touched on the knots and masses of 
tension in his powerful corded muscles. 

 An hour went by, and neither spoke. 

 “You know,” she observed as she rubbed oil into his 
forearm, “your life seems to be about honor and revenge.” 

 “Not inna mood ta be teased,” he muttered through the 
pillow. 

 “I‟m serious,” she said reflectively. “I think it‟s possible 
that everyone might have a half share in deciding what their 
life is about. You were given revenge,” she continued. “You 
chose honor.” 

 “We jus makin conversation?” Logan murmured, slack 
and utterly relaxed under Elizabeth‟s care. 
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 “Yes,” she said firmly. 

 “Mm,” he muttered. “Whas your life bout?” 

 “Change,” she replied softly, gazing down at her altered 
skin. “I suppose I‟ve chosen focus to deal with it.” Elizabeth 
regarded Logan‟s back. “What will you do if Maria breaks her 
vow?” she asked. 

 “Nuthin,” Logan mumbled. “That‟s between her and 
Rain now. I just had to talk to her. What she does with it? 
That‟s her business.” He was quiet for a while as the candles 
flickered. 

 “I hadda do something,” he murmured, just loud 
enough for her to hear. “I‟m a man of action, see. That‟s… 
that‟s the only way I could think of,” he whispered, breathing 
harsh, “to mourn.” 

 The first shuddering breath rolled into him, then out. He 
squeezed his eyes shut, helpless and relaxed. 

 His mourning began. 

 

Friday, April 16 

 Pale clouds swathed the sky in grayscale tones, and a 
thin drizzle sifted down to soak quietly into the ground. The 
cemetery was deserted, except for one man. He stood by a 
fresh grave, rain gathering in drops in the upsweep of his 
hair, rolling down off his oilskin coat like tears. Thunder 
muttered softly to itself, the wind sighed the rain down 
through the tree and into the churned soil. 

 He reflexively sniffed, then glanced over his shoulder. 
Behind him, some ten meters away, a young woman stood 
bare-headed in the rain.  

 “Do you need to be alone?” Illyana asked quietly. 

 “Nope,” Logan muttered. “You here for me, or for 
Rain?” 
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 She approached. “I came for her,” Illyana said. “I didn‟t 
know you were here.” She paused, reaching his side. “I can‟t 
say I‟m surprised.” 

 He nodded curtly. “Stay.” He squinted at the headstone. 
“I‟m glad you came.” 

 Time slipped away, the seconds melting into the past as 
the raindrops vanished into puddles. 

 Logan leaned his head back, closing his eyes. “Feels like 
she‟s right here with me,” he muttered hoarsely. “How did 
she get to be so precious so fast?” 

 Illyana said nothing, simply standing with Logan and the 
grave. He tilted his head down again, with a deep sigh. “She 
opened the door to me,” Logan murmured, “but she never 
did let me in. And now she never will.” 

 Illyana tucked her arm through the crook of Logan‟s 
elbow and leaned against him, wordless. 

 “You watch my conversation yesterday?” Logan asked. 

 “Every second of it,” Illyana replied, her voice neutral. 

 “Then maybe this will give you as much hope as it gives 
me,” Logan replied. He wiped at his nose with the back of 
his hand, then loosed himself from Illyana and crouched by 
the headstone. He picked up a single white rose nested 
among the other flowers, and sniffed it. 

 “Somebody put it here last night,” Logan said quietly. 
He shook his head slightly. “Smells like wet dog.” 

 Illyana leaned her head back, closing her eyes, and let 
the rain wash her. 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 

 Stark finished rattling off an email, and he hit „send‟ as 
his intercom buzzed. “Logan to see you, Mr. Stark.” 
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 “Send him in,” he replied, and the door opened. Logan 
entered, moving slowly. 

 “Stark,” he nodded. 

 “Hello, Logan, what can I do for you?” Stark asked. 

 “I know you just gave me a big ol leave of absence ta get 
my head together,” Logan began. 

 “Take another one,” Stark replied, leaning back in his 
chair. “Your daughter was just murdered. My rank and file 
employees get time off for family trauma like that. So go. Just 
come back when you‟re done, alright?” he added with a faint 
smile. 

 Logan nodded, feeling awkward. “Your support is 
important ta me, Stark,” he said. “I‟ll be at the cabin. If I 
leave there, I‟ll check in.” 

 “Are you even still here?” Stark asked, raising his 
eyebrows. “Out. Go hunt bunnies, or sniff deer tracks, or 
whatever the hell you do out there where tv and radio dare 
not go.” He chuckled. “If you had a phone line, I‟d tell you 
to keep up with your email.” 

 Logan managed half a grin. “I‟m no good with 
goodbyes,” he muttered. Then he nodded, and ducked out. 

 

 Five minutes later, he closed in on his apartment in the 
complex. He was instinctively quiet as he headed in, glancing 
around. He passed Piotr‟s room, and he peeked in. 

 The big man sat at his desk, bleary-eyed. He hunched 
over a legal pad, and crumpled sheets of paper were strewn 
about his feet. Logan saw his mouth and forehead working as 
he laboriously scrawled. 

 “Too soon her gentle presence, left for skies more 
pleasant,” Piotr read in a tormented tone. “Her death, too 
soon, came calling, and now our tears… are falling,” he 
muttered in a tear choked voice as he scribbled at the page. 
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 “Gawd,” Logan muttered under his breath. He slipped 
past noiselessly. Definitely no good at saying goodbye. He let 
himself into his room, swiftly packed a few things, and he 
was on his way. 

* 

 The motorcycle‟s throaty rumble was muted as Logan 
steered the heavy bike down the rutted path towards the 
cabin. He noted the Jeep parked in the clearing across from 
the porch, the light in the window, the whisper of smoke 
coiling from the stovepipe. 

 He stopped the bike under the lean-to, shutting it off 
and slinging his stiff body off the leather seat. A brief stretch, 
then he clumped up onto the board porch, and he pushed 
the door open. 

 “Anybody home?” he asked, his voice rough. He leaned 
in, looked around. No one. He shrugged his coat off, and 
settled on the couch. A minute passed, and he hefted himself 
to his feet to open the door as Elizabeth stepped up on the 
porch carrying two buckets of water. 

 He grinned, leaning out of the way, and she moved 
around him to put the buckets up on the counter. They 
regarded each other. 

 “You got a good fire goin,” Logan observed, nodding at 
the stove. 

 “It‟s still chilly up here,” Elizabeth replied with a shrug. 
“The rain give you any trouble on your bike?” 

 “Naw,” he sighed, and he sank down on the couch. 
“Figger anybody‟ll chase us all the way out here for 
revenge?” 

 “I doubt it,” she replied, her eyes mischievous over the 
high color in her cheeks. “Xavier was quite moved by your 
presentation, as was Maria. And Frost knows she‟s on thin 
ice.” 
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 “How about the Botticellis?” Logan wondered. 

 “They should behave themselves as well,” Elizabeth 
noted. She started pulling groceries out of a paper bag that 
sat on the counter. “A few of their number went missing for 
a while, and I left them a note. If they‟ve found an expert to 
read it, then it seems likely they‟ll write the incident off and 
the survivors will continue with their sordid little lives.” 

 Logan chuckled at that, leaning back into the 
comfortable couch. “God, I need a vacation,” he muttered. 
Closing his eyes, he listened to the rattle and tap of rain on 
the roof of the cabin. 

 Elizabeth started the gas stove, put water on to boil. She 
leaned back against the counter and regarded him. Neither 
felt inclined to speak, and some time slipped away. 

 “It‟s always hard startin all over,” Logan muttered to 
himself. “Makin a new home when the old one goes away.” 

 “I‟m sorry to hear that,” Elizabeth replied, amused. 

 Logan sat up straight. “I don‟t mean you,” he added 
quickly, mortified. 

 “What about our child?” she asked, eyes bright. 

 “Ouh, wha?” he managed. 

 She stepped forward, taking his hands, pulling him to his 
feet. “When you said „family is where you make it,‟ I thought 
you were being figurative,” she said, leaning in close and 
draping her arms around him. 

 A smile beamed across Logan‟s face as he hugged 
Elizabeth to him, shivering a bit with the thrill of the news.  

 “How about that!” he said. “How about that!” 

 Distant thunder sounded almost like a chuckle. 
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Haunted 
 

January 5 

 The small silver bell jingled as the heavy door swung 
open. A slim young woman with long blonde hair strolled in. 
Her black beret was dusted with glistening snowflakes, and 
high color stained her pale cheeks. Her eyes sparkled as she 
approached the musty antique counter. Crisp, fresh air curled 
in her wake. 

 “Ray,” she said, leaning on the counter. “Hey, Ray! It‟s 
Illyana.” 

 She straightened, glancing around the dim and gloomy 
bookstore. The heavy musk of moldering books filled the air, 
and there was no natural light in the cramped confines of the 
aisles. The storefront windows had been filled with books, 
spines facing inward; no space was wasted. No advertising or 
decorating fit in the store, only row upon row of books, 
silent in the weak light. 

 A rustle, then the curtain to the bookstore‟s office 
parted. A chubby man in his late forties shouldered out, 
firmly wrapped in a thick sweater. He wore half-moon 
glasses, making his round face look even sleepier. Thinning 
salt-and-pepper hair swept up from his receding hairline. 

 “Illyana,” he said with a warm smile. “Seems like it‟s 
been a while. You‟re here for Strange?” 

 “Yes,” she nodded. “I believe his copy of Tobin‟s Spirit 
Guide, Eighth Edition, finally came in.” 

 “Yeah,” Ray nodded, patting at his pockets absently. 
“Took me almost five months to find a copy of that one. 
When they did the reprint in the thirties, they had to abridge 
it.” He shuffled back in his office, and returned a moment 
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later with a thick tome. “Here we go. I‟ll just put it on his 
tab.” 

 “Great,” Illyana beamed. “Hey, you might consider 
closing early today. It‟s really snowing out there.” 

 “Is it?” Ray said absently. “How about that.” He glanced 
around the store. “You didn‟t see any other customers 
lurking around when you came in, did you?” 

 “No,” she said, her smile fading around the edges. She 
glanced at the counter. “You‟re reading the Planetary?” she 
asked. “Excellent taste. I‟m in the December issue.” She 
picked it up, peeling it open to the credits, and she pointed. 
“Editorial team,” she said proudly. 

 “No kidding,” Ray said with a smile. “So you work for 
that Dr. Strange!” He glanced at the small picture of the 
editor in chief, a slim and saturnine face smiling at the 
camera, as dapper as he was mysterious. “I never made the 
connection! Fame is a funny thing.” 

He chuckled, then read aloud from the paragraph 
under Strange‟s picture. “„If you have encountered something 
peculiar and thought provoking enough for the open minds 
of the editors at the Planetary, please feel free to contact us 
by our toll free number. Insane people have great ideas and 
encounters just like the rest of us, so be assured we will take 
your initial inquiry seriously. Confidentiality assured, a fair 
hearing likely, and esoteric problems made simple. Our 
policy on hoaxes and pranks; make them interesting or don‟t 
bother.‟” He looked thoughtful for a moment. “Sure beats 
„We‟re ready to believe you.‟ Heh.” He sighed, putting the 
magazine down and looking thoughtfully at his customer. 

 “Hey Illyana,” he said after a moment. “Do you think 
Dr. Strange might be interested in some, you know, 
memorabilia? Related to paranormal investigation?” There 
was a peculiar wince on the corner of his smile. 

 “I can mention it to him,” she replied, propping her 
elbows on the counter. “What did you have in mind?” 
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 He shifted uneasily. “You‟re probably too young to 
remember,” he said apologetically. “Back in the eighties, 
there was a company, professional paranormal investigators 
and eliminators, the Ghostbusters.” 

 “No kidding?” Illyana blinked as a smile grew on her 
face. “You knew those guys?” 

 “I was one,” Ray replied gently with a rueful grin. “Ray 
Stanz, Ghostbuster.” He shrugged. “It was a seasonal thing, 
but we sort of mistook it for a career.” He looked suddenly 
tired. “I‟ve got a jumpsuit, and the car. The car‟s probably 
worth a lot, to a collector.” He shrugged. “That‟s the way 
collectibles work,” he added, nervous and vulnerable. “Think 
Strange might be interested?” 

 She put one of her small, cold hands on his as she 
looked him in the eye. “I‟ll mention it to him,” she said 
sincerely. “Don‟t go selling it until I get back to you.” She 
flashed him a grin. “Okay, gotta scoot. I‟ll see you later, Ray.” 
She hefted the heavy book. 

 “Let me get a bag for that,” Ray said, ducking under the 
counter. “After all, a shame for that sort of book to get snow 
on it.” He stood, and blinked as he looked around. He was 
alone. 

Brow creased in puzzlement, he looked at the silent 
bell on the unmoved door. 

* 

 Illyana hefted the book, then set it down on the stone 
table. Clouds rendered the afternoon murky, and the heavy 
scent of jasmine and thyme filled the air. She glanced around 
the stone courtyard, smiling affectionately at a demon that 
was snoring gently in a flowerbed. 

 Her legs twisted, and she stepped out of her shoes as 
cloven hooves replaced feet and her knees recurved. She 
tossed her beret on her throne and shook out her glossy 
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straight hair. Then she crouched over the neutral darkness of 
the water in her scrying pool. 

 She focused on the pool, and images rippled then 
settled. She glanced through a paneled, dark, forbidding 
mansion in Greenwich Village, then sighed. 

 “Still in the Sanctum Sanctorum,” she murmured to 
herself. She shook her head. “That man has a mad-on for 
meditation. Okay fine.” The pool‟s view shifted, and pivoted 
around inside a functional office floor in a high-rise. 
“Good,” Illyana murmured, nodding to herself. 

 She left the tome on the table, but she sighed as her legs 
untwisted, feet plumping back out. She stepped into her 
shoes and gestured, a pale disk of eldritch flame swirling up 
around her, dark light flaring as she teleported from her 
dimension back to Prime. 

 She stepped out of a closet in an office, and as she sat in 
a chair facing the heavy desk she cleared her throat. The 
typing executive paused and turned to face her, unsuprised. 

 “Something I can help you with?” the executive asked 
mildly, a faintly curious grin playing across her features. Her 
reddish blonde hair was barely long enough to be restrained 
in a ponytail, and her suit was professional and spotless. She 
wore wire-rimmed glasses that enhanced her classic beauty, 
and her blue eyes pierced whatever they gazed upon. 

 “Valeria,” Illyana said with a grin, “I just had a 
conversation with a Ghostbuster. Yeah. Really.” 

 “Ghostbuster?” Valeria echoed, a puzzled line creasing 
her forehead. “Like an exorcist?” 

 “No, like a Ghostbuster!” Illyana replied. “You know. 
„We‟re ready to believe you.‟ The guys who chased ghosts 
back in the eighties.” 

 “You‟ve lost me,” Valeria admitted, leaning back in her 
chair. 
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 “I keep forgetting you‟re not from around here,” Illyana 
sighed as she rolled her eyes. “Okay look. I was just a kid, 
because this started twenty years ago. But back on New 
Year‟s Eve of 1989 these guys somehow got the Statue of 
Liberty to walk downtown and bash in the roof of a 
museum.” 

 Valeria‟s gaze remained firmly skeptical. 

 “Yeah, I know,” Illyana continued. “Debunkers are still 
rabid on that one, because there‟s footage of it happening 
but nobody has the slightest idea of how it was done. It was 
all over tv. I was twelve, I was mad at Logan because he 
wouldn‟t let me go to a party or anything. So we just sat and 
watched it on the news. He was sure it was a big prank, but I 
thought it was wicked cool.” 

 “Eighty-nine was not twenty years ago,” Valeria noted. 

 “Right,” Illyana agreed. “But eighty-four is when they 
first got together, they had these lasers or something, they 
would go to haunted places and capture ghosts. They got 
their licenses revoked and they barely avoided jail time when 
they had some kind of nerve gas leak or something and 
everybody in Manhattan started seeing ghosts. Then there 
was some kind of explosion, a parade float full of some sort 
of foam or something. They got in serious trouble, they 
disbanded for like five years. That was the year Logan 
rescued me, I was just six years old. I don‟t remember that so 
good.” She was suddenly thoughtful. “Man. That was twenty 
years ago,” she breathed. 

 Valeria regarded Illyana for a moment, then pushed the 
intercom. “Tandy, could I see you for a moment?” 

 The door opened, and a beautiful young woman leaned 
her head in. “Yes?” 

 “Do you remember the ghostbusters?” Valeria asked. 
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 Tandy grinned. “Yeah. They had a big white ambulance 
with a siren on it. Nuclear backpacks. Wow, I haven‟t 
thought about them in years.” 

 “That‟ll do,” Valeria sighed, and Tandy withdrew. 
Valeria chuckled. “Okay, Illyana, you win. That‟s a story. 
Twenty year anniversary, better yet. „Where are the 
Ghostbusters today?‟ I can see it now. We are about the 
paranormal, after all.” 

 “And they get paid for the story,” Illyana clarified. 

 “Of course,” Valeria nodded. “I‟ll do some background 
research, then contact your Ghostbuster.” 

 “Ray Stanz, of Ray‟s Occult Bookstore,” Illyana said. 
“I‟ve been talking to him for years now, and I never knew.” 
She shook her head. 

 “Oh, and one other thing, before I forget,” Valeria said. 
She opened her drawer. “Strange agreed that it would be a 
good idea for us all to have a cell phone.” She tossed one to 
Illyana. “Numbers are programmed in. So if you need to 
reach out and touch someone,” she shrugged. 

 “Cool,” Illyana nodded. “Okay, I‟m going to drop in on 
Strange now. Let me know how it goes.” She flashed Valeria 
a brilliant grin before eldritch flames swirled up in a pale disk 
around her, and she was gone. Valeria smiled to herself and 
returned her attention to her work. 

* 

 Illyana dropped in the entryway, and peered out the 
front door of the mansion. “It‟s really piling up out there,” 
she said cheerfully, then she strolled into the kitchen. 

 The big room was brightly lit and spaciously equipped. 
A thin man hunched over the large table that dominated the 
kitchen. His narrow features were drawn and troubled. He 
absently sipped his tea, gazing into the middle distance at 
something no one else could see. Dark hair swept back from 
his forehead, and streaks of white graced his temples. His 
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expressive and severe face was clean-shaven, sunken into 
wary contemplation. 

 “That was over twelve hours of meditation, magista,” 
Illyana said, subdued. “Would you like me to fix you 
something to eat?” 

 “No,” Strange said, waving that off. “No, thank you.” 
He sipped at his tea. 

 “What‟s up?” Illyana asked. 

 Strange‟s features tightened into a scowl. “Believe it or 
not, I‟m not sure how to describe the phenomenon. I could 
show you, but… I‟m not sure how to tell you.” 

 “Wow,” Illyana breathed, awed. “It‟s got you stumped?” 

 “For the last thirteen hours, anyway,” Strange said 
ruefully. He finished off his tea and stood, clearing his throat. 
“Alright. To the Sanctum.”  

 They mounted the stairs and followed the hallway to the 
mystically protected double doors that sealed the Sanctum 
Sanctorum away from the rest of Prime. The doors opened 
for their master, Stephen Strange, Sorcerer Supreme. He 
sighed slightly as he settled into his throne-like seat, 
surrounded by a permanent protection circle laid into the 
floor. Illyana perched in the seat that faced him, the seat 
surrounded by chalked symbols of protection. 

 “I need to practice my astral form anyway,” Illyana said, 
smiling nervously as Strange exhaled and focused. She closed 
her eyes and ran through the simple spell that released her 
spirit from her body. She whispered rapidly, then her lips 
went numb, and she drifted clear of the flesh machinery of 
her body. Pure thought and spirit, her ghostly form hovered 
over the chair where she sat. She saw Strange waiting for her, 
his astral form brilliant and pure and strong. Beside him, she 
looked like a traced shadow of thought. 

 She drifted with him as he guided himself surely through 
the tightly woven protections of the Sanctum. In a heartbeat 
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they were outside that safe space, plunged into the astral 
reflection of New York City. 

 Too many people, too close together, too much noise, 
too much frustration and need and desire and excitement. As 
always, the heartbeat of the city throbbed and slugged against 
the focused astral projections of the Sorcerer Supreme and 
his apprentice. Beauty and corruption exploded through each 
other in the solidly human emotions that reverberated 
violently, ceaselessly echoing through each other in the 
concrete canyons of the big city. 

 Effortlessly, as though unaffected, Strange glided out 
into the swelter. Illyana focused, her insubstantial jaw tight, 
and she paced him. 

 As Strange drifted down to street level, a flicker 
resounded through the ether. Like a school of fish, earth 
spirits fled in all directions. Healthy spirits, etherics twisted 
by pollution and hate, young spirits, ancient spirits; all darted 
away. Some were conscious, others reflexive, but they all 
recoiled from the presence of the Sorcerer Supreme. 

 Bizarre, Illyana emoted. But you’re the guardian of Prime. You 
are their highest authority. Why are they running away? 

 I’m not sure, Strange replied, suspended by thought in the 
midst of a nothing that had just gotten a lot more empty. I 
interrogated several spirits. They don’t fully understand either, except… 
His projection twitched. They say I bear death in the folds of my 
shroud. 

 Except you don’t HAVE a shroud, Illyana pointed out. 

 He glanced at her. Actually I do, he emoted gently. We 
should be headed back. First, there’s something else I want to show you. 
Remember the ley line on Ash street? 

 Of course, she emoted. She drifted up in his wake, 
disturbed by the flash and quiver of retreating spirits as 
Strange swooped effortlessly up over the buildings. They 
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rounded a corner, and saw the ley line where it stretched 
across an intersection. 

 It throbbed and twitched, unsteadily pulsing. Illyana 
imagined herself gasping; she had never seen a ley line do 
anything but hum and glow. Strange nodded to himself, then 
retreated back towards his body. 

 Sobered, she followed him back through the wall, into 
the Sanctum. They blended smoothly back into their bodies, 
and woke. 

 “But,” Illyana protested, “you‟re the Sorcerer Supreme. 
The defender of Prime. Didn‟t the most powerful of the 
Earth Spirits go and find you in that other dimension? 
Weren‟t you invited?” 

 “Yes,” Strange nodded. “I was invited to come here and 
be the Sorcerer Supreme for this dimension. I‟ve been here 
since ninety-eight, and this sort of thing has never happened 
before.” He sighed, running his hand through his hair. “As 
for the ley line, I have some theories about that. I should be 
able to confirm in a day or two. Before I continue, I need 
some rest.” 

 “And some food?” Illyana asked. “I‟m all weirded out, 
you gotta let me do something useful or I‟ll start chewing my 
fingernails.” She tried a smile. 

 Strange sighed. “I could use some food, now that you 
mention it,” he murmured. “Some rice should do the trick.” 
Illyana got up and left the Sanctum. 

 As she strolled into the kitchen, a flashing light caught 
her eye. She approached the answering machine, pushed play. 
One message. 

 “Strange, this is Amanda Sefton. I‟m in the Wilton Arms 
hotel, off Bleeker. We need to talk, as soon as possible. 
Mother had a vision. It‟s about your death. Please hurry. I 
think I‟m being followed. I don‟t dare trust this message to a 
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machine.” She swiftly read off her number, fear pulsing in 
her voice. 

 Illyana dashed back up the stairs, errand forgotten. 
“Strange,” she said breathlessly as she pushed into the 
Sanctum. “Amanda Sefton. Sounds concerned.” 

 Strange‟s countenance contracted in a scowl. “Let‟s go,” 
he said. Illyana gestured, and a pale disk of flame swirled up 
around each of them. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 A moment later, the flame twirled away. Illyana and 
Strange stood in the back corner of the lobby of the Wilton 
Arms. They glanced around cautiously, but no one seemed to 
have seen their odd arrival. 

 Strange paused, his eyes unfocusing. Then he frowned. 
“This takes some getting used to,” he murmured. He smiled 
grimly. “Usually the spirits bring me information. I have but 
to think up questions and knowledge is brought to me by the 
breathing of the Earth.” He glanced around. “They are 
suddenly less helpful.” 

 “Do you think they could turn hostile?” Illyana asked. 

 Strange glanced at her, then away. “So what did Amanda 
say.” 

 “She said her mother had a vision, about your death, 
and she wanted to talk to you right away. Didn‟t trust the 
machine. She thinks she‟s being followed.” 

 “Did you get a room number?” 

 “No, only a phone number.” She relayed it to him. 

“Call her,” Strange said. He focused for a  long ten 
seconds as Illyana dialed and waited, listening to the phone 
ring. Strange let out his breath and shook his head.  

 “Room 518,” he murmured. “That was far too difficult.” 
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“No answer,” Illyana said tightly. They exchanged a 
look, feeling the seconds slipping away. Then they were off, 
headed up the stairs. 

As they reached room 518, they didn‟t bother 
knocking. Strange touched the door and gestured, and the 
door slid open easily. The room beyond was dark, but a flick 
of the light switch bathed the scene in sterile fluorescent 
light. 

“Close the door,” Strange growled as Illyana 
followed him in and stopped with a gasp. She blinked, and 
closed the door. 

 A woman lay sprawled on the bed, her eyes staring and 
shocked, her mouth slack and open like a suffocated fish. 
Her luxurious raven-wing hair spread behind her, and one 
hand clutched at her chest, a death spasm locking her fist 
around a handful of her shirt. 

 “Damn,” Strange whispered, knowing she was dead. He 
could not resist checking for vital signs. Illyana glanced 
around uneasily as the hair on the back of her neck stood up. 

 “Strange?” she asked uncertainly. 

 “We are alone now,” he murmured, “but not long ago 
there was something else here. Something powerful.” He 
passed his hand over the corpse. “Her heart. Crushed.” He 
leaned back, and gazed at his apprentice for a moment. “We 
were too late,” he said softly. 

 A swift search failed to produce a note or any other hint 
as to what she had wanted to tell him. Strange took a deep 
breath. “Illyana,” he said. “Let‟s get out of here.” 

 Pale and dark flame slid up around them, and nothing 
living remained in the hotel room. 

 

 Strange lowered his head as Illyana squatted over her 
scrying pool and gestured, bringing up a view of the hotel 
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room they had just left. Thick tatters of mist hung and curled 
in the air like humid incense. “What was that?” Illyana asked. 
“What did that to her?” 

 “I can‟t be certain,” Strange hedged.  

 Illyana looked him in the eye. “But you can guess.” 

 He nodded. “The role of a Sorcerer Supreme is not one 
of idle conjecture,” he replied gently. “I need to do some 
more checking. In the meantime, I have a task for you. I 
need you to contact some people. Warn them that something 
is targeting those around me, they need to be extra vigilant. 
Elsbeth Montessi. Dani Moonstar. Peter Parker and his wife. 
Valeria. Doug. Tandy. Tyrone. Victoria Bently. Maybe even 
the Illuminati.” He hesitated. “No, scratch that, not them. At 
any rate, you get the idea. Get the word out there. This could 
get ugly.” 

 “Do you think Mordred could be behind it?” Illyana 
asked. 

 “He‟s still in captivity, if that‟s what you mean,” Strange 
replied. 

 “Could this be something he set up before you captured 
him?” Illyana pressed. 

 “It could be,” Strange shrugged. “It could be a hundred 
things. That‟s why I need to do some more checking.” He 
paused. “You had better get started.” Then, with a gesture, 
he left her dimension and began the trip back to Prime. 

 Moments later he emerged in the hallway of his mansion 
in Greenwitch Village as a stepping disk dropped Illyana not 
ten feet from him. 

 “Why can‟t you just tell me what you‟re thinking?” 
Illyana asked tightly. 

 “Because you want to grow up to be a wizard,” Strange 
said with a slight smile. “Nobody tells wizards anything. They 
have to figure it out for themselves. If you need a place to 
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start, try revenants.” He nodded to her, entered his Sanctum, 
and shut the door with a resounding click. 

 “Revenants,” Illyana repeated. She shook her head as 
she looked after him for a long moment, then she tugged her 
phone out of her pocket and auto-dialed the first number on 
the list. She sighed. 

 “Valeria, hi,” she said, realizing this was going to be a 
long day. “Yeah, note from Strange. Some creature squeezed 
Amanda Sefton‟s heart until it burst. Strange wants his 
people to be alert until he sorts it out. Yes, I know you‟re 
always alert,” she replied. “But it‟s magic, so you could be 
vulnerable. And Strange said you were to be warned. Look, 
don‟t ask me, I just work here.” She rolled her eyes. “Yes, 
Valeria. Yeah. Yep. See you tonight.” She clicked the 
connection shut, and then punched in the next number… 

 

January 6 

 The snow was bright and crisp, not yet filthy. Plows had 
mounded it out of the way, more or less. The battered but 
refurbished fire house on the corner hunched against the 
cold, looking pale in the morning light, surrounded by 
mounds of snow. Valeria crunched through the ankle deep 
snow towards the front door, followed by a slim young man 
with nondescript features and bright eyes. 

 Valeria strode up to the sally port built into the big 
garage door that provided the building‟s facing. She rapped 
on it smartly. 

 The door opened at once, revealing a portly man in an ill 
fitting suit. His babyish face and peering eyes were accented 
by his reading glasses and slightly wild graying hair. “Come 
on in,” he said with a hesitant grin. “I‟m Ray.” 

 “Valeria von Doom,” she replied, shaking his hand. 
“This is my photographer, Peter Parker.” 
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 “Pleased to meet you,” the trim young man said with a 
wide smile, shaking Ray‟s hand vigorously. “Wow. The 
Ghostbusters.” His smile turned into a grin. “Didn‟t you 
guys do catered entertainment for a while? Parties and stuff?” 

 “Right this way,” Ray said hastily, blushing. “Egon will 
be down shortly, he was finishing up a project upstairs.” 

 “I think they did one of Harry‟s parties when he was a 
kid,” Peter confided to Valeria as they followed the former 
Ghostbuster the length of the vehicle bay, around the corner, 
and into a well-appointed and open lounge. 

 The door to the back office opened, and a man with a 
spare frame and a tight face peered at them. His thick, wavy 
black hair had begun to gray slightly. He alertly looked them 
over. He extended his large, thin hand to Valeria. 

 “Valeria von Doom, I‟ve read your work. Very thorough 
analysis of speculative science. Perhaps another time we 
could discuss some of your conclusions about 
micromolecular density adhesion theory. I‟d like to see some 
of your equations, if you wouldn‟t mind.” 

 “That would be fine,” Valeria said with a gracious nod. 
“So you read the Planetary?” 

 “Web site,” he clarified. He owlishly peered at Peter. 

 “This is Peter Parker, our photographer,” Valeria added. 
“He came to get some pictures to include with the article.” 
She glanced around. “Is Dr. Venkman here?” 

 “Dr. Spengler tends to forget the social graces,” Ray said 
quickly. “This is Doctor Egon Spengler. He‟s the brains of 
the outfit,” he added with a quick and evasive smile. 

 Spengler‟s forehead contracted. “Venkman is out, is he.” 

 “Yes,” Valeria nodded. “I left a message on his machine 
inviting him to the interview. You don‟t mind, do you?” she 
added. 

 Ray and Spengler exchanged a quick look. 
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 “No, that‟s great,” Ray lied, his smile stiffening. “So 
what‟s he up to these days?” 

 “He got a job as a groundskeeper,” Valeria said. She 
adjusted her glasses. “He wanted the time and space to work 
on his proposals for funding, so he‟s currently employed at a 
golf course.” 

 “Oddly fitting,” Spengler reflected. 

 “Let‟s have a seat,” Ray added, lowering himself to the 
leather couch. Spengler joined him, and Peter snapped a shot 
as Valeria settled opposite them. Peter smiled, moving to the 
side and composing his picture as Ray tried not to shoot 
nervous glances at him. Spengler watched Valeria intently. 

 “Where do you wish to begin?” Spengler asked. 

 “First of all,” Valeria said, “what are you doing now?” 

 “I have a bookstore,” Ray volunteered. “Ray‟s Occult 
Bookstore. Specialty sort of place. Doing great,” he added, 
doing his very best to make his smile convincing. He looked 
deliberately at Spengler. 

 “I‟ve continued my studies in paranormal elimination,” 
Spengler said, his voice simultaneously deep and oddly tight. 
“I‟ve kept the firehouse and most of our gear through a grant 
from the Montessi Foundation. One of the understandings 
of the grant is that all the benefit of my research goes to the 
Foundation rather than being made public. I‟ve been given 
special permission for this interview.” 

 “So what kind of research do you do now?” Valeria 
continued. 

 Spengler didn‟t blink. “I‟ve refined the elimination 
equipment past the containment stage. Now I‟ve found a way 
to take the apparitions apart. The initial breakthrough that let 
the Ghostbuster concept get off the ground was Ray‟s 
discovery that vaporous apparitions, especially ones focused 
on ectoplasmic manifestations, had a constant ionic rate. 
With the technical applications demanded by such data, we 
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were able to compile systemic elements to contain focused 
non-terminal repeating phantasms indefinitely. While that 
was a fantastic and unprecedented start, that technology 
required storage capacity as more entities were captured. 
Destroying the apparitions is more efficient.” 

“Right,” Valeria nodded. “Considering the interplay 
of energetic stabilization independent of corporeal 
manifestation combined with cyclical or temporal intrusion 
schedules, how could you destroy the apparitions? Rather 
than simply re-scheduling their appearances?” 

For the first time, a small bleak smile shone through 
Spengler‟s focused countenance. “Breaking the code that 
held the programming of the ectoplasmic manifestations 
intact is a more permanent and less risky solution. With 
respect to the conservation of matter, what is destroyed is 
the organizational pattern. I believe that the organization of 
the ectoplasm is the heart of the manifestation. Denying the 
ectoplasm organization is destroying the apparition. 
Previously, all we could do was capture the encoded matter, 
much like cutting a tumor out to prevent its spread.” 

Peter snapped a picture. 

 “So you still use the old positron gliders and nuclear 
accelerators from the eighties for capturing specimens for 
experimentation,” Valeria clarified. 

 “I could,” Spengler conceded. “But I don‟t. There isn‟t a 
need. The old containment system‟s grid is fully functional, 
and any time I need a specimen I draw it out with one of the 
ether traps.” 

 “But,” Ray said quickly, “I just assumed you‟d destroy all 
those apparitions when you developed the new throwers.” 

 “Too time consuming and expensive to remove them 
and destroy them one by one,” Spengler replied. “Besides, 
this way I have a considerable number of specimens for 
continued study. Soon I‟ll be able to replicate the emotive 
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cognitive pulse pattern that draws ectoplasm to create a 
ghost form; to make ghosts, as it were.” 

 “But,” Peter interjected, fascinated, “aside from creating 
business, why would you want to replicate the ghosts? In 
tinkering with the patterns that form the basis of their 
sentience, limited though it is, don‟t you run the risk of 
creating a cancer? A pattern that just re-spawns and pulls 
infinite ectoplasm from the etheric plane?” He blushed, 
snapping his mouth shut. Both Ray and Spengler looked at 
him for a long moment. 

 Spengler smiled. “Good point, Parker,” he said. “I‟m 
trying to create a cure for a cancer that does not yet exist. 
Another side benefit I‟m exploring is designing ghosts that 
hunt ghosts; by inserting a self-destructive pattern into 
another ecto-plasmic apparition, especially the focused non-
terminal repeating phantasms class five through eight, a 
ghost-killer could handle threats before they manifested.” 

 “Want to see the new system?” Ray asked, nimbly 
interjecting as Spengler paused for breath. 

 “Sounds great,” Valeria smiled, standing. Spengler and 
Ray stood, leading the way towards the back of the firehouse. 

 “The basement is the best location,” Ray said. “Electric 
subsystems are dicey in this part of town, so with the back-
up generators and the reinforced connection there‟s the most 
direct feed there. Plus it‟s more contained.” 

 “And concealed,” Spengler said, his brows drawn 
together. “You‟ll excuse the secrecy.” He stepped into a 
closet, and then a moment later opened the door. “Follow 
me.” 

 As he ducked back out of sight, Valeria hesitated. She 
paled as a trickle of nausea twitched at the back of her throat. 
She took a step back. 

 “Are you alright?” Ray asked, concerned. 
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 “Just need to sit down for a minute,” she assured him. 
“Parker. Get some notes.” She turned, a bit unsteady as she 
returned to the lounge. 

 “Is she okay?” Ray asked, watching her go. 

 “Don‟t worry about a thing,” Peter assured him. “Let‟s 
go have a look.” He smiled, confident, and Ray shrugged. 
They entered the closet and closed the door. 

 The back of the closet had a heavy lead door set with 
black knobs. Past that was a staircase leading to the 
basement. Ray absently followed the stairs down. 

 Peter felt a weird prickle as they emerged from the 
staircase into a modest basement. Not a scrap of clutter 
accumulated here; everything had a place. The area under the 
stairs and the back wall were lined with highly technical gear. 
The wall opposite the stairs was filled with a massive 
containment unit that took up the whole wall. Something 
that looked like a peculiar water cooler was the centerpiece of 
the remaining wall. Spengler used a key to open a cabinet. He 
smiled his peculiar, almost reptilian smile as he pulled out a 
rifle. 

 “This,” he said, “is the Spengler Mark IX Thrower.” 
Peter snapped a shot. “The mini-nuke battery it uses is still 
technically illegal, just as our accelerators were.” He 
shrugged, not overly concerned. The rifle had a heavy stock, 
where the power pack went in. An oversize sight was 
clamped on the top, with wires that connected to the power 
pack. The gun had fore grip, and an underslung mount with a 
strange cylinder the size of a pop can. 

 “This sight can pick up emanations even when they lose 
coherence in the visible light spectrum,” Spengler noted, 
tapping the scope. “This,” he added, touching the underslung 
cylinder, “is an improved etheric trap model. Now, instead of 
having a pack, thrower, trap, and goggle assembly, this single 
piece of equipment can do the job. Handy for transport in a 
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car trunk, provided you don‟t speed and get pulled over.” He 
smiled thinly. 

 Peter snapped another shot. “So could people be hurt 
by this?” 

 “Oh yes,” Spengler nodded. “Anyone in the way of this 
positron stream would be burned. However, this weapon is 
more precise than the old throwers. If there is any etheric 
signature in front of it, then the beam works more like 
lightning than a laser. The gun generates a field, and if there 
is another field in front of it, the beam jumps between them. 
Even if the scope is damaged, if there is evidence of a 
disturbance it can still be used to good effect, as it is largely 
self-aiming.” 

 “Neat,” Peter grinned. 

 “You are something of a scientist yourself?” Spengler 
inquired. 

 “Not really,” Peter said, blushing. “Just a geek who is 
into science.” 

 Spengler gripped Peter‟s shoulder. “Don‟t give up,” he 
said. He turned to the containment unit. “Would you like to 
see the gun work?” 

 “Oh yeah,” Peter said, his eyes lighting up. “Pay 
attention,” he added, muttering to no one in particular. 

 “I‟m going to go check on our other guest,” Ray said, 
gesturing as he headed for the stairs. “Make sure she‟s okay.” 

 “Fine,” Spengler said absently. He picked up a metal box 
half the size of a shoebox, painted with yellow and black 
warning stripes. He slotted it in to the containment system 
that filled one wall, gripping it by its rear handle. Then, he 
adjusted settings and pushed a button. With a sibilant hiss, 
something in the system shifted as the green light flashed. 
Then the green light steadied, and Spengler removed the 
trap. It steamed as he gripped it by the cables that protruded 
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from the back. He put it on the floor and slid it out, adjusting 
the foot pedal that the cables connected to the trap. 

 “What if it escapes?” Peter asked, feeling a bit nervous. 

 “The walls and door, floors and ceiling, all set with our 
special ingredient,” Spengler replied. “Ghosts can‟t move 
through the barrier. Finally we found a passive deterrent that 
doesn‟t cost so much to maintain. That‟s why we‟re doing 
this down here.” 

 “Ah,” Peter said, fiddling with his camera as he looked 
sideways at the steaming trap. 

 “Ready?” 

 “Sure.” He raised his camera as Spengler lined up with 
his thrower. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 Spengler stepped on the pedal, and the top panels of the 
trap snapped open. A hellish paleness gushed up out of it, 
one that was oddly familiar to Peter; it strangely resembled 
Illyana‟s stepping disk energy. Then an emanation sprang up, 
its limbs twisted, its eyes glistening pits in its horribly twisted 
head. Peter felt its scream as it flexed its arms, then Spengler 
triggered the thrower. 

 A slashing twist of green energy crackled as it blazed 
between the thrower and the ghost. With a strange hoot, the 
beam flowed around the emanation, and dragged it toward 
the gun. The cylinder under the barrel popped, and the front 
neatly slid away in four sections. Then it exuded a strange 
white mist that the beam dragged the emanation into, and 
with a last hellish shriek the ghost was dragged into the 
cylinder. It snapped shut, the beam powered down, and 
lights blinked madly on the side of the can. 

 Sweat stood out on Peter‟s face; he could feel how pale 
he was. “Wow,” he managed. 
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 “Impressive, isn‟t it?” Spengler beamed. “I have just 
enough battery left for one more encounter, on this pack.” 

 “I thought it was a mini-nuke,” Peter said. 

 Spengler shrugged. “Not yet as efficient as I want to 
make them eventually. But it beats the back pack. Are you 
ready for the real show?” 

 “The real show?” Peter asked. He clicked a picture of 
the steaming gun. 

 “Destruction of the apparition,” Spengler said with a 
positively eerie smile. 

 “Lay it on me,” Peter said boldly, trying not to let his 
nerves get the better of him. 

“I like to let them run for a few seconds first,” 
Spengler confided. He pushed a button on the side of the 
gun‟s trap, and the trap required a confirmation code. He 
tapped it in, then the trap counted down from three. 
Spengler detached it and rolled it across the room, then he 
readied the gun. The trap hopped as it snapped open, and the 
furious specter squealed as it tore free, zooming once around 
the room. It rebounded from a wall with a green flare and a 
meaty hiss. 

Stopping, it turned to glare at Spengler. He nodded 
to himself, then hit the trigger. Energy coursed between the 
bellowing ghost and the wildly blazing rifle. Spengler 
thumbed a setting on the gun. The ropy beam snarled, then 
flexed, and with a resounding shriek the ghost exploded. 
Goo twirled out in all directions, slapping against the wall, 
ceiling, floor, people. 

 The gun powered down with faint whine. 

 “Professional paranormal investigations and eliminations,” 
Spengler said quietly to himself as the gun hissed and 
steamed. 
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 “Whoah,” Peter managed. He wiped at the goo that had 
plopped in his hair. “This is unspeakably weird.” He 
desperately hoped his pictures would come out. 

 Spengler regarded him directly. “They thought it was 
hypnosis, nerve gas, a laser light show.” He shook his head. 
“They even shut off the laser grid on our containment 
system when we had packed it to the brim. Back when we 
were first testing the technology.” He regarded the wad of 
goo under where the ghost had met its end. 

 “We were young, stupid, and unsafe. But it worked. I‟ve 
taken steps so that sort of accident is no longer possible. 
This room is shielded, so even if another breach occurred it 
would be localized to this space. Plus, the whole firehouse is 
trapped. No ghost makes it in here. Or out. Unless I say.” 

 “So…” Peter said, carefully wiping a glob of ectoplasm 
from his camera lens, “have you done any ghostbusting as a 
private citizen?” 

 “Not in New York,” Spengler replied with a secret 
smile. He put the thrower back on the rack and headed 
upstairs, Peter at his heels. 

 As Spengler closed the secret passage, Peter followed 
the sound of voices back to the lab. 

 “See,” Ray was saying to Valeria, “the psychokinetic 
slime‟s properties were basically manifestations of the 
emotions of New Yorkers. I think that some little bit must 
have come with the possessed portrait of Vigo the 
Carpathian, and then as it fed and grew exponentially it 
turned into rivers of the stuff. When we dealt with him, the 
connection to the etheric plane was severed. Even the 
samples we kept dried up and blew away.” 

 “So this slime is what animated the Statue of Liberty.” 

 “Right,” Ray said, nodding vigorously. “We whipped up 
some blowers, and positively charged the stuff. See, it wasn‟t 
evil. It was a neutral substance under the control of a 
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malevolent will. I‟d show you the distribution system we put 
together, but our blowers got sold.” He shrugged. “Didn‟t 
need „em anyway, there wasn‟t any more slime.” 

 “Peter Parker,” Valeria said, glancing him over as he 
stood uneasily by the lounge. “You‟re a mess.” 

 “I sorta got slimed,” Peter said, examining the goop 
trailing from the back of his hand. 

 “Yeah, that happens,” Ray nodded. “I was just telling 
Valeria about the last four fold psycho kinetic cross-rip. It 
was a doozy.” He grinned. 

 Valeria spotted Spengler, and her smile faded to a thin 
line. “So. Your secret component,” she said. “In its 
unfinished form it is black, but when energized it glows 
bright green. Gives off no hard radiation, but your etheric 
sensors go nuts over the stuff. Found in meteors, not 
indigenous to our planet. Mystics call it warpstone, but it 
doesn‟t show up on the periodic chart.” 

 Spengler stood stock still, eyes round. Stunned, Ray 
looked back and forth between Spengler and Valeria. 
“Whoah,” he said. “You just nailed Egon‟s secret weapon.” 

 “How?” Spengler managed. 

 “I work for the Planetary,” Valeria shrugged. “We run 
across all kinds of abnormal energy sources ignored by the 
scientific world. Do you have any idea how dangerous that 
stuff is? What do you call it, so we can be on the same page?” 

 “Ingredient 279,” Spengler said slowly. “Dangerous?” 

 “It has intense mutegenic properties at a sub-molecular 
level,” Valeria said sternly. “You need to isolate the 
wavelength and devise some kind of shielding to prevent 
genetic damage. The stuff can change you. Not in a good 
way.” 

 “I refuse to discuss this if it‟s going in the article,” 
Spengler said as he recovered his composure. 
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 “Fine with me,” Valeria agreed. “Ingredient 279 is just 
between us. Now. How did you get turned on to the stuff in 
your research?” 

 Spengler sat down, not even bothering to brush at the 
stringy ectoplasm that glistened on his pants and shirt. 
“Montessi insisted I look to the past as well as to science, she 
funded an expeditionary sabbatical. In China I ran across 
some jade weapons that were reputed to do wonders fighting 
demons. I examined them, and found that they weren‟t jade. 
At least not entirely. Once I knew what I was looking for, the 
rest fell into place. There were all these stories of meteor 
rocks used to make weapons.” 

 “How did you find your supply?” Valeria asked, trying 
not to sound determined. 

 “This,” Spengler replied, pulling a strange rounded 
instrument from his pocket. It looked like a television remote 
set vertically on a grip, with two flexible wands mounted on 
the sides. “A PKE meter. I‟ve already found the valence 
pattern of the Ingredient.” 

 “Psycho-kinetic energy, right?” Peter said. 

 “Right,” Spengler nodded. “Let me show you a baseline 
reading.” 

 Valeria moved fast, faster than Spengler expected. She 
put her hand over his and looked him right in the eye. “How 
about later. For now, I need to get on with the interview.” 

 “Alright,” he agreed, lowering the PKE meter and 
returning it to his pocket.  

 “Winston Zeddemore,” Valeria said. “The fourth 
Ghostbuster. Authorities believe he died of a heart attack. 
The tabloids reported him as being scared to death. I had 
some trouble finding your take on the issue.” 

 “Gag order,” Ray said sourly. He pulled a pipe from his 
pocket and started filling it. “We were in jail at the time of 
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the scandal, so we couldn‟t do much. Our sentences were 
lightened with the understanding we‟d shut up.” 

 Spengler leaned back in his chair. “A class VII repeating 
entity, full body focused vapor.” He shook his head. “And 
then some. Never saw anything like it.” 

 Quiet stretched through a long moment; Spengler 
studied the coffee table between them, Ray was absorbed in 
his pipe, and Peter stood awkwardly at the edge of the 
lounge. Valeria looked between them. 

 “And?” 

 Ray glanced up. “Oh. Well, we, uh, we chased this entity 
to the Shady Groves cemetery. It was pouring rain, but we 
had to get this one. See, most ghosts scare people, maybe 
bang „em around a little. But this one was killing. We had to 
do something.” 

 “Killing people?” Valeria pressed. 

 “Yeah,” Ray nodded. “Focusing psycho-kinetic energies 
on their hearts. Popped „em like grapes.” He shook his head, 
finally lighting his pipe. 

 Peter and Valeria exchanged a shocked look. “Really,” 
Valeria murmured. “So Zeddemore had his heart crushed?” 

 Spengler cleared his throat. “It was that encounter that 
spurred on my efforts to design a way to destroy apparitions. 
We had captured it, put it in a trap. It broke the trap. No 
ghost had ever broken a trap before.” Spengler shrugged. 
“Then it destroyed Winston‟s gear and killed him.” He 
looked at Ray. 

 “I know we‟ve worked hard on an echelon system for 
these spooks,” Ray admitted, not meeting Spengler‟s eyes. 
“But this ghost wasn‟t like any ghost we‟d ever fought 
before. Wore a long, dark robe. Deep hood. And this one 
was different. It had… it had a scythe. It was a reaper. A 
grim reaper. Death itself.” 



 

   185 

 That hung in the air between them. 

 “Some kind of multidimensional solid, I don‟t know,” 
Spengler said, his voice hard. “Whatever that scythe was 
made of, it wasn‟t ectoplasm. It existed both in the etheric 
plane and on ours. I think that‟s how it broke the ether trap.” 

 “So why did they put you in jail?” Peter asked. “Did they 
think you killed Zeddemore?” 

 “No,” Ray sighed. “We fought it out in a cemetery. 
Positron gliders tend to tear up things like gravestones. 
Defacing a cemetery is a big-time federal offense. We got off 
easy with five years in jail. Each. And the gag order, of 
course.” He sucked on his pipe reflectively. “We didn‟t even 
get to go to his funeral.” 

 “If Ms. Montessi hadn‟t stepped in, we would have lost 
everything,” Spengler nodded gravely. “She bought Ray‟s 
bookstore and all our equipment, even this building. But 
after the last two runs as Ghostbusters, there was a specific 
clause in our agreement that we would under no 
circumstances offer our services to the public again.” He 
shrugged. “At least she funds my research. I‟ve done 
exclusive work for her foundation since I got out of jail in 
ninety-six.” 

 Valeria smiled faintly. “I read some of your early work 
on spores, molds, and fungus. Do you still keep up with your 
cataloguing?” 

 “A casualty of my jail time, I‟m afraid,” Spengler replied 
with a straight face. “I had to eat too much of it.” 

 Valeria shook her head slightly, as if to clear it. “So over 
your two episodes as Ghostbusters, do you have any regrets? 
You‟ve been kicked out of Empire University, ordered to 
cease practice twice, lost buildings, had your finances 
destroyed repeatedly, dealt with scientific skepticism, even 
had a member die and done time in a federal prison. Would 
you do it over again?” 
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 Spengler pulled his pda out of his pocket and began 
tapping at its screen with a stylus, intensely interested. Ray 
looked down at his pipe, then looked at Valeria. 

 “Of course,” he said. “It wasn‟t easy, and it wasn‟t often 
fun. But we were on the cutting edge of a science nobody 
believed in, crossing a bridge between myth and empirical 
fact. We plumbed mysteries that have fascinated mankind 
since the beginning. Besides,” he added, shrugging, 
“somebody had to do something.” 

 “How about you, Dr. Spengler?” Valeria asked Spengler. 
He darted a sideways glance at her, sighed, and snapped his 
pda shut. He stood, pocketing his computer, and he looked 
her in the eye. “I regret Venkman,” he said shortly. “If you‟ll 
excuse me, I‟ve got to check on my experiment.” He headed 
up the stairs. 

 “Didn‟t you invite Venkman?” Peter asked Valeria. 
“What‟s he been up to?” 

 “I did,” she replied. 

 “Fraud,” Ray sighed. “In two thousand one, Venkman 
was arrested. He got involved in pyramid schemes and 
internet get-rich-quick gimmicks, and before you know it he 
was in over his head. Served two years, I heard he was 
getting out soon.” 

 “No wonder people don‟t take you too seriously,” Peter 
sighed. “That‟s hard. Your most public Ghostbuster gets put 
away for fraud after the whole gang is caught defacing a 
cemetery, one of them scared to death doing it.” 

 Ray pointed an unamused look at him. 

 “Hey, I‟m with you guys,” Peter said hastily. “I can just 
see how that‟s hard on the reputation.” 

 Loud banging echoed from the front door. Muffled 
shouting was dimly audible. 
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 Ray sighed, hauling himself to his feet and shuffling 
towards the door. “Be right back,” he said. “Maybe it‟s a city 
inspector or something. More adoring fans.” He tried a 
feeble smile. 

 “You sure it was a good idea to invite this Venkman 
guy?” Peter asked under his breath. 

 “Journalists go for the balanced view,” she replied. 

 “But you‟re the operations manager,” Peter said. 
“You‟re not a reporter. Why didn‟t you guys hire somebody 
to cover this one?” 

 “I think Strange has a personal interest. It was Illyana‟s 
idea. I don‟t know. You ask Strange,” she said. 

 “Point taken,” Peter sighed. He changed the film in the 
camera. 

 Spengler was just coming down the stairs as Ray trudged 
back towards the lounge, accompanied by a pudgy, pock 
faced man with a permanent smirk and wispy hair. His eyes 
seemed perpetually tired and amused. 

 “Egon,” he declared. “You‟re looking like you look, as 
always. Hey, my key didn‟t work.” 

 Spengler had nothing to say to that. Venkman spotted 
Valeria, and approached with a surprisingly graceful tread. 

 “Hello, you must be Dr. von Doom,” he said. “Pleased 
to meet you, even if you do have a silly name. I‟m Dr. 
Venkman. No job is too big, no fee is too big. I am ready,” he 
said, gazing into her eyes and taking her hand between his, 
“to give you an exclusive.” 

 “Gawd,” Peter muttered. 

 Valeria tugged her hand free in a simple flourish. “Glad 
you could eventually make it.” 

 “I‟m not late, am I?” Venkman grinned, his smile not 
quite reaching his eyes. “Please,” he added, all pretense of 
kidding dropped, “please tell me I haven‟t missed the part 
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where we negotiate fees for the story.” He saw Peter and 
grinned. “Hey, little guy, you‟ve been slimed. Really digs into 
your pores, doesn‟t it. I was slippery for a week. During our 
heyday, seemed like I never got rid of the feeling.” 

 “Okay,” Valeria said sharply, before Peter could take 
that comment to its logical conclusion. “Time for some 
group shots.” 

 “Hey Egon,” Venkman called up at the tense scientist. 
“Slide down the pole, like old times. Give the kid a photo op. 
Come on, you know you use it. For like microwave popcorn 
and stuff? Answering the door? Uh… Egon, you still 
speekee?” Venkman let that weary grin settle across his face 
again. 

  

 He turned to face some wooden lockers built against the 
wall by the fireman‟s pole. “Hey, our stuff!” he said. 
“Ghostbusters in the house! Let‟s get suited up for these 
shots. Hey Egon, you don‟t mind if I crash here for a few 
days, do you. Having a little trouble with the plumbing at 
home. You won‟t even know I‟m here.” 

 Valeria and Peter exchanged a look. Gonna be a long 
day. 

 

CHAPTER FOUR 

 The setting sun smeared light across the dimming sky as 
Valeria let herself into Strange‟s mansion. Cold air gushed in 
around her, then she easily shoved the door shut. The clink 
of silverware on plates drifted out of the kitchen, and as she 
shrugged her coat off she glanced in. 

 Strange and Illyana were just polishing off dinner; the 
steamy scent of roast chicken still hung in the air, liberally 
shot through with the sharp tang of sizzled onion and salad 
dressing. Strange leaned back as Valeria strolled in. 
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 “How did your day with the Ghostbusters go?” Strange 
asked with a small smile. 

 “What a mess,” Valeria sighed, sinking into her seat. 
“Peter is developing the film now. It was quite a day. I can‟t 
believe they didn‟t blow themselves and all of Manhattan to a 
radioactive crater.” 

 Strange chuckled. 

 “I also got a possible lead on Sefton‟s death,” Valeria 
added quietly. “Zeddemore, the fourth Ghostbuster, was 
killed when a ghost squeezed his heart until he died.” 

 Silence settled around the table. 

 Valeria nodded. “They said it was a reaper. A powerful 
ghost with a robe and a scythe made of something besides 
ectoplasm. Broke their ether trap and killed their partner.” 

 “Illyana,” Strange said, “use that as a starting point. See 
what you can find.” 

 “On it,” she said, hopping up and clattering out of the 
kitchen and up the stairs on her dainty hooves. 

 “That‟s still disturbing,” Valeria said. “You‟d think a year 
or so would get you used to the idea.” 

 “So they told you about the events of eighty-four and 
eighty-nine,” Strange said, a small smile on his face as he 
picked up his wineglass. 

 “Yes,” Valeria said. “Are you familiar with their 
exploits? You didn‟t say so.” 

 “I heard about them,” Strange shrugged. “I heard about 
them before I came here. In fact, those were the incidents 
that triggered the search for a new Sorcerer Supreme.” 

 Valeria leaned her elbows on the table, listening intently. 
Strange glanced at her, and smiled. 

 “Seventy-eight,” Strange sighed. “The Chinese 
accidentally bomb the lamasery where the Ancient One, 
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Sorcerer Supreme, lived and worked. He was training Baron 
Mordo and a crippled Western surgeon in the precepts of the 
Vishanti and the tradition of Agamotto. Taken totally by 
surprise, all three were killed. The Sorcerer Supreme and 
both potential replacements.” Strange sipped from his 
wineglass. 

 “Then,” he continued, “in eighty-two the earth spirits 
felt the geomantic grid of mystic ley lines falling out of 
balance without a Sorcerer Supreme. They cleared the way 
for a genius archeologist and his company to find the Mantle 
of Agamotto, the first Sorcerer Supreme. It was placed as a 
countermeasure, to bestow the four aspects of Agamotto on 
mortals who would then have the power to defend Prime.” 

 “Is that the Illuminati you told me about?” Valeria 
asked. 

 “Exactly,” Strange nodded. He put his wineglass down 
and gazed out the window. “But when the Earth Spirits 
approached them, Reed misunderstood. Or refused to listen. 
They pursued a different dream, not grasping the significance 
of the geometrics of Prime. Imbalance was inevitable. I 
haven‟t sorted it out yet, but somehow New York sits on a 
pivotal point in the ley line convergence scheme. So the ley 
lines in New York began to pulse and overflow. The innate 
immune system of Prime kicked in, preparing another 
handful of mortals to be in the right place at the right time.” 

 “And that‟s the Ghostbusters,” Valeria finished. 
“Incredible.” 

 “I don‟t know how much you read about that,” Strange 
sighed. “Evo Shandar was a Gozer worshipper in the 20s, he 
built a tower to focus the energies of the ley node. A temple 
on the roof. A gateway to where Gozer waited to destroy 
Prime. Then Gozer‟s agents were aroused by the massive 
flux in the ley lines. The Ghostbusters couldn‟t stop Gozer‟s 
minions, but they did manage to stop Gozer‟s avatar from 
reaching the gate and throwing wide Prime‟s defenses.” 
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 “Then again on New Year‟s Eve of eighty-nine,” Valeria 
prompted. 

 “The Earth Spirits were dismayed at how things were 
getting out of hand, and they had no illusions about what 
sort of place the Earth would become were the current 
instabilities allowed to continue. They searched for five years, 
unable to find a successor for the Sorcerer Supreme. After 
the near disaster of the aborted ascension of Vigo the 
Carpathian, they determined to search the Outer Realms for 
help.” He looked at Valeria. “Took them years. I arrived here 
on Prime in ninety-eight, almost ten years after their search 
began.” He took another sip of wine. 

 “You hold the ley energies together? By yourself?” 
Valeria asked in a hushed voice, realizing how little she knew 
of the Sorcerer Supreme. 

 “Not exactly. I have help,” Strange murmured, gazing 
into his glass. “I just try to keep the energies smoothed out. 
Dealing with threats… that‟s above and beyond. You‟ve seen 
the web of shadows. I am the keeper of the web of light.” He 
finished his glass and regarded the half-empty bottle. His 
smile turned peculiar as he regarded Valeria. “This wine has 
been on Prime longer than I have,” he said softly. 

 “Are you going to be alright?” Valeria asked, feeling 
surreal. 

 “Of course,” Strange said, rising. “I never drink enough 
to lose focus. Time to see how Illyana‟s research is coming. 
Everything going smoothly at the Planetary?” 

 “No,” Valeria replied honestly, “but we‟re managing.” 

 “Good,” Strange nodded. “Let me know if you find 
anything else.” He headed for the door as Valeria rose, 
looking at the half-full bottle. She shook off the mood and 
headed out. 

 There was still a lot to do. 

* 
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 Valeria glanced away from the flat panel monitor as she 
heard high heeled shoes clicking in the hall outside her dimly 
lit office. “Hello?” she said. 

 “Just me,” Tandy replied, smiling as she leaned against 
the doorframe. “Picking up some reference materials for 
Strange.” 

 “It‟s after seven. Go home. Tell that nasty man the work 
day is over,” Valeria said with pointed amusement. 

 “That‟s next on the agenda,” Tandy replied. “I‟ll 
paraphrase.” 

 “You do that. See you tomorrow,” Valeria said, 
returning her attention to the magazine‟s blue-lines. 

 Tandy was gone, and time lost meaning for a while as 
Valeria shifted her physical speed and temporal senses; she 
worked superfast, faster than the computer could respond. 
Get it done. 

She heard a peculiar bump and rattle outside, and a 
light flickered on. She listened intently, snapping back into 
the timestream. A wheel, loose in its caster. The fine acrid 
sting of ammonia. Janitor. Valeria relaxed, returning her 
attention to her work. 

 She paused, the hair rising on the back of her neck. Her 
eyes drifted to the window. 

 On the other side, a hellish mass of darkness watched 
her. Outlined in the gleaming moonlight, the cloaked and 
cowled figure hung thirty stories above the ground, the deep 
pit of its hood swarming with malice. 

 Valeria stood so fast her chair slammed off the wall; she 
settled into a ready stance with a reflex too fast for the 
mortal eye to follow. 

 “Come and get me,” she hissed at the apparition— 

 It dropped out of sight. 



 

   193 

 For a moment, Valeria considered bursting through the 
glass and flying after it. Only for a moment. She took a 
hesitant step back, her senses alert, barely sipping breaths of 
air as she was attuned and attentive to her surroundings. 

 A scream choked off outside the office. Valeria darted 
through the door to see a pudgy cleaning man drop to his 
knees, groping at his chest. He seemed alone; Valeria flexed 
her sight, seeing beyond the physical. 

Behind him, a cowled apparition swung its deeply 
draped hood to point at Valeria, and she felt the raw hate of 
the monstrous thing resonate through her. 

 She braced, half expecting to hurl into some dark 
dimension or explode through ectoplasmic goo as she leaped 
from the floor and lashed through the air, firing herself right 
through the deep robes fist first. Instead, she almost lost 
control of her flight as she whipped right through the entity, 
a deep biting cold bursting around her. She skidded to a halt, 
turning, as the reaper discarded the janitor and turned to face 
her instead. 

 “It‟s me you want, not him,” Valeria growled. “Come 
on.” The janitor was on all fours, gasping and choking, 
oblivious. 

 The cowl regarded her for an impossibly long moment, 
then reached into its folds and produced a long curved stick. 
It hunched, menace flowing from it as it slammed the butt of 
the shaft against the floor. With a resounding shriek of metal, 
a long scythe blade flung itself out of the shaft; the weapon 
glittered with deep magic. Wounding magic. 

 “Oh yeah?” Valeria challenged, raising an eyebrow. 
Then she narrowed her eyes, focusing and focusing again. 
Twin lances of flaring energy sprang from her eyes and 
seared into the apparition. The ghost staggered back as holes 
sizzled into its incorporeal form; then it dove at her, 
whipping the blade through the air towards her with a surreal 
slithering swipe that left streaks of pain in the ether behind it. 
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 The scythe whistled through a computer, the desk under 
it, and a chunk of floor as Valeria darted back, eyes lashing 
another streak of burning across the phantom. Then she 
spun and darted away, her pursuer right behind her as its 
cloak flowed in etheric winds. She whipped around desks, 
through doors, around corners. She was no faster than the 
reaper; in the confines of the office, the contest was 
uncomfortably even. 

 Valeria considered whipping through a wall or floor; 
first, the stairwell. She darted towards it, and the reaper rose 
up in her path, scythe hissing towards her with uncanny 
speed. She reversed, slamming back and plowing through a 
sheetrocked wall effortlessly.  

 The door to the stairwell banged open, and the reaper 
whirled. 

 A young woman dressed in a pale silk suit glared at the 
reaper as it loomed over her. It raised its scythe. 

 She smiled as a strange oval of brilliant, deathless light 
flared around her eye… 

* 

 Illyana closed the fridge, straightening. She opened the 
jar of tea and sniffed it. “So what brings you here, Tyrone?” 
she asked the skinny young man who slumped at the table. 

 “Tt-tandy,” he replied. He smiled, his eyes very white 
against his dark skin. “She-s-s workin late a-aa-at th P-
Planetary,” he said. “I‟m gonna g-gg-give her a r-ride home. 
Wh-when she‟s d-dd-done.” 

 “Got cold out in the car, huh,” Illyana smiled. “Hey, if 
you want, you can come see what I‟m working on. I need 
somebody to talk it out to, and Strange is meditating and 
going astral and doing his thing. Wanna hear a ghost story?” 

 “Sshure,” Tyrone shrugged, his coat seeming too big for 
his narrow shoulders. He followed her up the stairs to the 
library. 
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 “I‟m sorry if I make your life difficult,” Illyana said as 
they walked down the hall. “Since I, you know, teleport 
Strange all over the place. And you are his chauffeur.” 

 “N-not a p-pp-problem,” Tyrone said with a casual 
wave. “It all p-ppays the s-same.” As they entered the library, 
he checked the signal on his phone. Satisfied that any call 
would get through to him here, he settled at the table. 

 “I‟m checking on revenants and reapers,” Illyana said. 
“Remember how last night I called you and warned you 
about some magical thing crushing hearts?” 

 “Y-yeah. P-pretty funny c-cc-consid-dering,” Tyrone 
grinned. 

 “Maybe not,” Illyana disagreed. “I‟ve been looking in 
the usual places; Tobin‟s Spirit Guide, Spates Catalogue. Not 
finding what I‟m looking for. So I had to go to some darker, 
more esoteric sources. I keep telling Strange we have got to 
get a copy of the Necronomicon, but he doesn‟t seem to 
agree.” She sighed. “At any rate. I finally found what I was 
looking for. This reaper spirit manifested once before that I 
found, aside from the usual superstitious twaddle. During the 
Voldronni Uprising, the dead rose and they were led by a 
reaper.” 

 Tyrone gestured over his head with the flat of his hand. 
“Llost m-mm-me.” 

 “Just look alert and interested, that‟s what I‟m after,” she 
replied sweetly. “At any rate, I was going through our heretic 
collection and I found reference to a soul that gets out of 
whatever‟s beyond this world. This is the part that caught 
me:” She hunched over, reading, following the text with her 
finger. “Says that for a lost soul, if there is sufficient wrath, 
then sometimes they get a badge of office. A great scythe and 
cloak, to bring misery and death to those around its victim.” 

 Leaning back, she sighed. “One of these killed 
Zeddemore, one of the Ghostbusters. I don‟t know if we‟ll 
ever find out if it was after him, or someone near to him. At 



 

196 

first I thought this might connect to the Ghostbusters, since 
they‟ve actually dealt with one of these. But as far as I can tell 
they never had anything to do with Sefton.” She rubbed at 
her eyes. “Gonna be a long night.” 

 Her phone rang. Illyana answered; “Yeah, this is Yana.” 
She sat bolt upright. “Be right there!” she said breathlessly. 
She hung up the phone, stuffing it in her pocket as she 
hopped to her feet. “Tyrone! Get over to the Planetary. 
Now! Valeria and Tandy are in trouble!” Eldritch flame 
flared as the stepping disk carried her off Prime. 

 Tyrone focused, breathing out, and he closed his eyes. 
When he opened them again, they were full of darkness. The 
darkness crept from his eyes, slithering across his flesh, 
pouring from his nose and mouth. He spasmed once or twice 
as the dark, creeping fabric squirmed across him. Then the 
folds of the Shroud engulfed him.  

 The Shroud rose from the chair, his face hard and 
twisted like old driftwood, suggestions of a body beneath the 
billowing folds of fabric. Then the cloth slid into the 
darkness within it, and the Shroud was gone. 

 

CHAPTER FIVE 

 Illyana swiftly crouched by her scrying pool with a 
gesture, and the scene rippled to life at once. Tandy stood in 
the hallway, her silk suit rippling slightly as the Light of 
Agamotto swirled around her with a deep shine. Valeria 
stood in the glow, back to back with Tandy as they stared 
around. The ether around them was positively thick with the 
same clotted mists that had hung around the murdered body 
of Amanda Sefton. Illyana hesitated before stepping in to 
join them. 

 Because if she wasn‟t enough to handle it, Strange 
wouldn‟t know where they were. 

 Doubt. 
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 Illyana gestured impatiently, and the scry wobbled, 
streaking away and settling on Central Park. Illyana saw 
Strange‟s astral form consulting with an ancient spirit he had 
trapped. It struggled to escape him. She dropped into a 
stepping disk. 

 

 “Reaper! Office!” she blurted, and Strange flicked off at 
the speed of thought, already at the Planetary. 

 A beam of brilliant light shoved the tattered form of the 
reaper through the wall without damaging the wall itself. As 
the apparition paused, regrouping in the air outside the office 
building, Strange whipped a hasty binding across it. 

 Ethereal strands of restriction, like a mystic spiderweb, 
spun and twirled around the reaper. It swung its cavernous 
shadowed cowl around to stare at the newcomer, and it 
flared its cloak. Gnarled, black hands gripped the worn shaft 
of the massive scythe it wielded. It ignored the binding and 
dove at Strange. 

 Mystic defenses shone into place around him, and the 
reaper twitched aside, pouring on speed. Strange sensed its 
injury. Between Valeria‟s heat vision and Tandy‟s living Light, 
the reaper was limping. Time to finish it, to get to the 
bottom of this. Strange darted after the apparition, pacing it 
without much effort. The city flashed past around them, 
earth spirits recoiling from both of them as they raced. 
Strange sensed something strange about the reaper, 
something uncomfortably familiar. It wasn‟t the Shroud, it 
bore no taint of Nightmare or undeath necessarily. 

 The reaper ducked into a building, and Strange raced 
after it. As he flew through the bricks, there was a strange 
snap that sent a ripple through the astral plane. Strange 
hesitated for a lethal moment as he saw the reaper across the 
room. 

 Light welled out of the fixture over the card table in the 
cluttered room. Strange escaped at the speed of thought, but 
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in a raw moment of disorientation he realized that the shock 
of the opening trap had skewed his perception of which way 
was where, and he darted towards the trap. Struggling, he 
drove his will against the misty white pull of the hellish 
portal. He distantly heard the heavy snicker of the scythe 
driving into the material world of Prime, holding the reaper 
away from the trap. 

 Even as he composed a plea to the Vishanti, the trap 
surged and sucked him in, clicking shut. 

 A light flickered on the steaming trap as the reaper 
blended with the room‟s shadows. 

* 

 Spengler adjusted the camcorder, then put it back on the 
counter and picked up the peculiar green lenses. He focused 
on his work as Venkman prattled in the background. 

 The houseguest wore pajamas and a bathrobe. Venkman 
put his feet up and watched an infomercial on a Garden 
Weasel as he munched on handfuls of pretzels as though he 
hadn‟t eaten in days. 

 “See, Egon,” Venkman said, “I had unique 
qualifications. I was up against this whole bunch of Mexicans 
for the job at the golf course, but I looked the manager in the 
eye and said, „Look, pal. I used to chase ghosts, for God‟s 
sake. I can handle your woodchucks, or whatever, know what 
I mean?‟ So I‟m started on my book. I‟m working on the 
title—” 

 The fire alarm chirped once. Spengler sat bolt upright, 
nostrils flaring, eyes wide. “A trap,” he said quickly. Jumping 
to his feet, he ran for the stairs, ignoring Venkman; pretzels 
everywhere, Venkman scrabbled up from where he had fallen 
out of his chair when the alarm went off. He dashed after 
Spengler. “Hey!” he shouted after Spengler. “You need a 
pole that goes up!” 
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 Spengler dashed up the stairs, taking them three at a 
time. He shoved open the door to the guest room, and he 
saw the ether trap the size of a pop can, flickering up in the 
light fixture. He hopped up on a chair, and disconnected the 
steaming trap. 

 “I wonder who was visiting,” he murmured to himself, 
inspecting the trap curiously. 

 A familiar churn thudded through his thin belly, and 
cold ripples flowed up his spine. Slowly, Spengler turned. 

 All the warning he got was a flicker of light from the 
nearly invisible scythe as it whipped down. He sprang from 
the chair as it scattered to pieces, and he sprinted for the next 
room. He leaped, slamming into the pole and whizzing 
down. Ducking instinctively, he dashed for the closet. He 
tripped and fell, smacking down on the ground, the ether 
trap rolling away from his grip. 

 Suddenly he paled, his lip twitching as all blood drained 
from his face. His trembling hands groped at his chest as an 
unbearable pressure locked around his heart, and his mind 
blanked with panic. 

 “See, that‟s bad touching,” Venkman said coyly. A 
blazing twist of energy lanced out, slamming into the 
apparition, and its scream echoed through Spengler‟s bones 
as the grip was suddenly released. He collapsed, his strength 
gone, trembling. The snarl of energy continued its burn, then 
shut off, powering down with a faint whine. 

 Spengler just lay on the floor, heart painfully thumping, 
blood weirdly chilled. Venkman leaned over him, toting one 
of the new throwers with the scope on top. 

 “I don‟t think I killed it,” Venkman admitted, turning 
the rifle sideways. “All these knobs and buttons and thingies. 
I didn‟t even know how to pop the trap on this newfangled 
dohickey. But there‟s one thing I do know. We have a 
problem, Egon,” he said. “That was a reaper. Looks like 
we‟re back in business.” 
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 The Ghostbusters exchanged a long, grim look, then 
Spengler nodded. 

 “Let‟s get started,” he managed. “Right after I show you 
how to use the new thrower.” 

* 

 Eldritch flame, empty and dark and pale, spun around 
Illyana‟s stepping disk as she dropped into Strange‟s kitchen. 
Lips pursed in anger, she regarded Valeria, Tandy, and the 
Shroud. “His astral form isn‟t on Prime,” Illyana gritted out. 
“I have no idea where Strange is. But his body‟s nose is 
bleeding, so he‟s putting up a hell of a fight.” 

 “Strange is the link between Valeria and Sefton,” Tandy 
added. “He might be at the center of  this.” 

 The Shroud shifted. “I could go look for the reaper,” he 
said in a deep, clear voice. A smile twisted his face. “I don‟t 
fear the reaper. Always wanted to have a good opener to use 
that line.” 

 “Just because you‟re both wrapped in astral blankets 
doesn‟t mean he can‟t hurt you,” Valeria said, more sharply 
than she meant to. “Don‟t forget that scythe.” 

 “I got it,” he shrugged. “If I find something, I‟ll be in 
touch.” He leaned back into the shadows of the corner, then 
the darkness within devoured him as he slipped away from 
Prime and into shadow. 

 “Valeria,” Illyana murmured, troubled, “Strange told you 
about Prime‟s immune system. Right? How it develops 
circumstance to maintain the status quo?” 

 “Right,” Valeria nodded. 

 “So,” Illyana continued slowly, “do you think that Prime 
might disagree with the Earth Spirits? Do you think maybe 
Strange… isn‟t welcome anymore?” 

 Valeria‟s brow creased with a frown. “No. I mean, why 
now?” 
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 “Exactly,” Illyana nodded, her worry deepening. “He 
was fine for a few years. Then he went fishing for you, and I 
came with all my jumping back and forth between Prime and 
Limbo. Do you think we‟ve worn out his welcome?” 

 Valeria found herself without anything to say. 

* 

 The skinny teenager leaned back in the flow of hot 
water, letting her eyes drift shut as steam billowed around 
her. She was already clean, but for now the shower just felt 
good. 

 Eventually, she shut off the water flow and stepped out 
of the narrow shower, feeling the cooler air of the bathroom 
breathe across her. She reached for a towel, and busily dried 
herself. She half smiled as she approached the fogged mirror. 
Then her face straightened with slack horror, and she spun; 
her unnatural vision saw the reaper looming in the billowing 
mist of the shower. 

 With a piercing scream, she hurled herself to the side as 
the scythe lashed through the wall, the door, the opposite 
wall. She pushed the lower half of the door out of the way 
and scrabbled into the tastefully appointed hallway. The 
incorporeal specter pounced after her. 

 Hysterical, the thin girl made it to the top of the stairs 
weeping and crying in fear as the deeper lusts and dreams of 
the grim reaper sunk into her consciousness. The reaper 
raised its scythe once more. 

 “Cyttrock‟s Bands!” called an imperious voice at the 
bottom of the stairs, and flaring crimson energies twisted 
from the air around the reaper, sealing it away from its 
victim. 

 “Dani, come here, quickly. Behind me,” said the tall, 
elegant brunette. As Dani ran down the stairs, clad only in a 
towel, her rescuer narrowed her eyes. The reaper flexed its 
scythe, bursting the binding. 
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 “Call Strange,” Elsbeth Montessi said firmly. “I‟ll keep it 
busy.” 

* 

 Illyana snatched up the phone before it finished its first 
ring. “Strange‟s residence, this is—hold on, I can barely—
Dani? A reaper? Hang on!” She slammed the phone down 
and vanished in a twirl of light. Valeria and Tandy exchanged 
a glance, and sat down to wait. 

 Illyana was only in Limbo for a few seconds. She 
snatched a two handed sword from a pedestal by her throne. 
Her legs recurved into goat legs with dainty hooves as horns 
spiraled out of her forehead, and silver armor slid up her 
arm, coated her shoulders and back, shivered over her upper 
legs. Then with a gesture, the armed and armored sorceress 
dropped back to Prime. 

 Her light flared as she came out swinging; the reaper 
barely registered her arrival in time to recoil from the hiss of 
her enchanted sword‟s swipe. Illyana snapped her fingers, 
and a stepping disk whisked Montessi and Dani away. Illyana 
squared off with the reaper, her thin tail lashing. 

 “Alright,” she growled, “let‟s see how you handle house 
rules.” She focused, and a stepping disk flared around the 
reaper—and broke, scattering. Illyana coughed as her chest 
flexed painfully with the failed teleport. 

 Then the reaper sprang, and she barely managed a duck 
and a parry; its sizzling blade left a foul smear of pain behind 
in the air as it whirled madly. 

 “Cttrokia Seraphim,” Illyana intoned, whipping out one 
of the most powerful abbreviated bindings she knew. 
Winglike crimson bands slashed across the reaper, dragging it 
into itself. Illyana whipped her blade around at the reaper. 

 Its scythe reverberated, and the binding fell to pieces. 
The reaper ducked her swipe and swept its scythe at her 
torso. She sprang out of the way, but the reaper caught her 



 

   203 

on the shoulder. Her mystic armor was breached with a 
bursting pop, and she felt the hungry razor vomit pain 
through her arm. She fell back, dizzy, and the reaper darted 
back and vanished into the ground. 

 Illyana lay panting, her arm stinging and throbbing as it 
sent tingles of raw pain shooting through her system. 

 “I‟m gonna get you,” Illyana said, her voice shaking with 
pain and rage. She struggled to rise, then rested for a 
moment. “Just as soon as I get up.” 

* 

 Montessi looked around cautiously. “We‟re not on 
Prime,” she said quietly. Dani‟s eyes were round as she took 
in the throne, the pool, the walls of stone and mounds of 
flowering bushes. Her eyes stopped on a gently snoring 
demon that lay on its back in a flowerbed. 

 “This way,” Montessi said quietly, leading Dani through 
an archway. They found themselves in a room with a large 
stone tub set into the floor, and a few bathrobes laying 
about. “We should be safe enough here. Until Illyana comes 
to collect us.” 

* 

 “So what are these „ghosts‟?” Tandy asked Valeria as 
they sat at the table, waiting. 

 “Ectoplasm sometimes escapes from the ley lines that 
circle the earth,” Valeria explained. “It‟s malleable stuff. It 
tends to replicate the emotional material that impacts it the 
most strongly. So sometimes a dead person‟s memory 
patterns shape the ectoplasm into that person‟s appearance. 
Sometimes it‟s general greed, or rage.” 

 “That could be beautiful, though,” Tandy said as her 
eyes drifted half closed and she considered the possibilities. 

 “Or ugly,” nodded Valeria. “The best and the worst 
humanity has to offer.” 
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 The phone rang suddenly. Valeria pounced on it. 
“Strange‟s. Who is this? Doug? I‟ll be right there.” 

 Before the phone hit the cradle, Valeria was a blur, and 
Tandy was alone with a breeze. She looked at the phone 
uneasily… 

 Valeria was out the door and in the air, flying, whipping 
along at superhuman speed. In moments she reached Doug‟s 
apartment; peering through the walls, she saw the incorporeal 
reaper gripping the slender young man‟s heart. Gritting her 
teeth, she pounded through the wall, snatching the haft of 
the reaper‟s scythe, tearing it free in a startled moment! She 
bashed through another wall and another, then she was clear, 
zipping up over the city by night, far outracing the plume of 
debris that shot out of the building after her. The reaper was 
right on her heels; she flexed, trying to snap the scythe. 
Magic flared through it, stinging her hands; the reaper 
reached for her— 

 Making a quick decision, she flung the scythe with all 
her force, out towards the sea. The reaper darted after it, and 
she zoomed down to Doug‟s apartment. As she flew in the 
hole she had smashed in the wall on the first pass, the bricks 
finished rebounding and hit the floor. 

 “You‟re not safe here,” she said as time resumed its 
normal pace. 

 “Ya think?” Doug managed through blue lips. “Valeria!” 
he added insistently, gripping her shoulders with his weak, 
trembling hands. “You know I see patterns. Through 
disguises. I know who the reaper is,” he managed, his eyes 
haunted. “It‟s impossible, but I know what I saw.” 

 “Who is it?” Valeria demanded. 

 He told her. 

* 

 Ray fumbled at the lock with his key, then opened the 
door. He stepped in to be met by Venkman‟s accusing stare. 
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 “Your key works,” Venkman said witheringly. 

 “Where‟s Egon?” Ray demanded. 

 “Downstairs,” Venkman replied. 

 Ray dashed to the closet, let himself through the secret 
door in the back, dashed down the stairs as Spengler fitted 
the blinking trap to the containment system. 

 “Don‟t!” Ray shouted. Spengler turned, peering at him 
owlishly. 

 “Ray?” he said. 

 “That ghost, it came in with the reaper. As I was driving 
over, I realized we might be passing up an opportunity to 
learn more. We should put it in the Bottle.” He slumped 
against the counter, gasping for breath. 

 Spengler blinked. “Reasonable,” he agreed. 

 “Once you put it in,” Ray said with a gesture at the laser 
containment grid, “you can‟t be sure which one you‟re 
getting out.” 

 Spengler fitted the ether trap to the slot in the base of 
the ether bottle, and he snapped the connector shut and 
activated the umbilical. As the tube inserted into the top of 
the trap, there was a thin whine, then a clamping seal. 
Spengler activated the system, and white mist silently 
billowed up into the ether bottle. It looked strangely like a 
distorted hologram as a thread of ectoplasm drifted up into 
the bottle, filling out to form an exhausted and pained image. 

 “Looks very anthropomorphic,” Spengler noted. 

 “Sure does,” Ray said, squinting. “Hey… he looks 
familiar.” 

 Spengler frowned. “You‟re right. Who is he?” 

 “I‟m not sure,” Ray murmured as the saturnine features 
of the miniature ghost focused in the strange shifting ethers 
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of the ghost viewer. I think I‟ve seen him on a book jacket or 
something.” 

 Spengler fixed him with a stare. “Considering where you 
work,” he said, his lips tight, “that‟s not very helpful.” 

 “I‟m good with names, not faces,” Ray admitted. 

 “He certainly does look strange,” Spengler muttered, 
pulling out his pda. 

 “That‟s it!” Ray said brightly, snapping his fingers. 

 Then they heard the thrower flare upstairs, followed by 
a high pitched scream. 

 “Venkman!” Spengler exclaimed. He snatched up two 
throwers, tossing one to Ray, and the Ghostbusters raced up 
the stairs. 

 In the bottle, the ghostly image flickered and blinked, 
struggling to focus… 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN 

 The shadows in the corner of the room flexed and 
bulged, and the Shroud freed himself from the subplane of 
darkness. “Tandy,” he murmured. “I think I found a trace.” 

 She turned to face him, light flaring for a moment 
around her eye. “Really?” 

 “There‟s an old brick building. Place is covered in the 
stink of the thing. It can move as fast as me. So we better not 
dawdle.” 

 “Should we get the others?” 

 The Shroud shrugged. “They have enough to do. We 
can handle it.” 

 She hesitated, then nodded. “Okay. Let‟s go.” Fearlessly, 
she stepped into the endless deep of his folds, and they 
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closed behind her, then furled into themselves. The kitchen 
was empty. 

 After a disorienting slither through darkness, Tandy 
peeked through the folds of the cloak and saw the snowy 
streets of New York. “There?” she asked. 

 The folds parted, and she stepped out of the shadows 
into the alley, the Shroud drifting behind her. 

 “I‟ll circle around the back,” the Shroud said. “You 
check out the front.” 

 “Oh?” she said, amused. “So what‟s my pretext?” 

 “You‟re the charming one,” the Shroud rumbled. “You 
work it out.” Then he vanished into the shadows. 

 Tandy sighed, shaking her head. She looked at the 
building across the street, feeling the chill of the winter wind. 
Then, green light flared between the cracks in the front door, 
and she heard a scream. All hesitation gone, she ran across 
the street as she pulled her phone from her pocket and 
autodialed a number. 

 “Illyana,” she said quickly. I‟ve found it.” 

* 

 Valeria pushed the door open and carried Doug in. He 
clung to her, half conscious, and she gently lowered him to 
one of the overstuffed chairs in the den. Illyana clattered 
down the stairs, sword ready. 

 “Is he okay?” she asked breathlessly. 

 “He almost went into shock, but I got there in time,” 
Valeria replied grimly. 

 “Tandy called. Found it. I‟m guarding Strange. You go.” 

 “Where?” 

 “Ghostbusters,” Illyana said to the echo of the blur of 
Valeria streaking out on her way. 
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 The city spun away beneath her in a blur, then Valeria 
focused on the firehouse and darted down, bursting the front 
door to kindling as she swept in. 

 She whipped past Tandy and stopped with painful 
suddenness as weakness and nausea slid through her. 
Spengler and Ray stood over a fallen Venkman, and they 
poured green energy streams into the reaper. The apparition 
was driven back, and it turned and dove away from their 
writhing beams. It escaped through the wall as the throwers 
powered down with a faint whine. 

 Spengler kept his thrower trained on the far wall as Ray 
spun, confronting the shattered door. He was startled to see 
two beautiful women standing behind him. 

 Tandy smiled self consciously, closing her phone. 
Valeria stared through the back wall. “Oh no,” she 
whispered. 

 

 As the reaper toppled through the wall, the Shroud was 
waiting. Opening his folds, he sucked the reaper into the 
dark dimension within. He swiftly trapped the ghost, a smile 
curving his oddly leathern face. 

 “Simple,” he murmured. 

 His brow creased, puzzled. Then, his eyes rounded. 

 The Shroud let out a shriek as the hellish blade of the 
scythe punched through his fabric and tore a bloody slit 
down his side. He collapsed to the side as the reaper flowed 
out of the rent, unstoppable. It turned, plunging its fist into 
his darkness. He began screaming in earnest as the 
apparition‟s fist and forearm flexed, grasping the essence of 
the darkness. 

 Tandy sprinted around the corner and slid to a halt, her 
hand directed at the reaper. Determination flared in her eyes, 
and a beam of light flashed out and snapped across the 
reaper, knocking it spinning, bits of cloth sloughing from its 
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stressed form. As the ghost made good its escape, Tandy 
dashed over to the wounded, shadow-sodden wreck of the 
Shroud. 

 “Oh my God,” she whispered, dropping to her knees 
and touching the frayed slash as it oozed darkness that 
coated her palm. “Tyrone. I‟ll fill you with Light, revert you 
to your human form.” 

 “No!” the Shroud hissed, clamping a hand on her wrist. 
“Then—be cut—in half—must have—dark—leave me be—
” 

 “We have to get you to Strange,” Tandy said, her jaw 
tight. “Hang in there, Tyrone.” She pulled out her phone and 
called Illyana once more. 

 

 “So,” Ray said, turning to Valeria as he and Spengler 
swiftly reloaded the throwers and Venkman staggered to his 
feet. “Why would a ghost look like the editor in chief of the 
Planetary?” 

 Valeria blinked, stunned for a moment. “Let him out,” 
she demanded. “Let him out now.” 

 Spengler‟s brows contracted in a frown. 

 “You don‟t understand,” she said. “It‟s not a ghost. It‟s 
an astral projection. His body is meditating right now, and if 
his spirit doesn‟t make it back then he dies.” 

 “Fascinating,” Ray breathed. Then he gasped, side 
stepping and raising his thrower as Spengler fired, catching 
the charging reaper in a beam. Ray cut loose with his too, 
and the squirming energy surrounded the reaper and coated 
it in an energy field. 

 Unsteady as the radiation soaked into her, Valeria 
staggered away, dizzy. She stumbled to the closet, past the 
warpstone in the door, falling down the stairs into the ghost 
capturing chamber. She rose to her hands and knees, 
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delirious and weak as the room seemed to pulse with her 
death. Dragging her to herself to her feet, she blearily peered 
around. 

 

 The beams snarled around the reaper, then the trap 
flared its white mist out, and the reaper was jerkily sucked 
into it, twitching and flailing. The trap seemed to bulge, then 
it snapped shut and the lights on the side flickered. Spengler 
detatched the trap and tossed it out on the floor as they 
swiftly reloaded. 

 “We could put it in the laser grid,” Ray suggested. 

 “And have it break out of that?” Spengler said, raising an 
eyebrow. “No. Set throwers to kill.” 

 Even Venkman managed that feat, and the three 
Ghostbusters stood warily watching the trap as it rattled 
slightly. 

 “Maybe this one will hold,” Ray said hopefully. 

 No one replied. 

 

 Valeria could barely focus; the numbers swam before 
her eyes as she tried to pull herself together enough to figure 
out the etheric bottle. There. She adjusted a setting, pushed 
two buttons. The grid powered down, and the bottle faded. 
Strange‟s astral form drifted up, freed. 

 Then vanished up the stairwell and out the unsealed 
door with the speed of thought. 

 “Wait,” Valeria said, her mouth mushy. “I know… who 
it is…” She gestured feebly. Turned. 

 Valeria smiled to herself, then mustered her flagging 
strength and staggered towards the endless stairs as the 
warpstone gnawed at the last of her energy… 
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 The ether trap broke with an undramatic pop, and the 
reaper flowed up. The throwers flared, but the reaper was 
quick; as it darted to the side, another etheric presence 
disrupted the beams, pulled them off focus. Then there were 
no ghosts in the room, and the throwers shut off 
automatically. 

 Already a mile away, Strange‟s astral form spun ether off 
as it flashed towards the Sanctum Sanctorum, the furious 
reaper barely a scythe‟s sweep behind. The chase lasted the 
barest fraction of a second, but every skill the astral form and 
the reaper had was tested. Strange focused on a final push as 
the scythe descended— 

 —and clanged off the raised soulsword of Strange‟s 
apprentice. 

 Strange merged with his slumped body and coughed 
violently, toppling forward to his hands and knees. The 
reaper coiled, furious, in the hallway outside the Sanctum 
Sanctorum. Illyana barred the way, her sword firmly between 
them. 

 “Bring it on,” she said coldly, her tail lashing. 

 Wisps and tatters of the shredded reaper hung in the air 
around it as it hesitated, gathering its strength. Then the 
fearsome scythe lifted, and whistled down at the slim 
woman. 

 She didn‟t flinch. Every ounce of her power backed a 
slash that smacked into the haft of the scythe, then tore 
through it. As the sword sheared through the scythe, a ripple 
gushed through the astral plane as the weapon clattered to 
the hardwood floor in pieces and the reaper staggered back, 
shedding robes and cloaks, endless layers. 

 Strange managed to choke out an invocation, and a 
swirling gust of energy slapped around the astral form that 
was revealed beneath the robes. 
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 For a long moment, Strange stared in disbelief. Then his 
captive screamed, and slammed into his will. The Sorcerer 
Supreme found himself locked in a desperate struggle with 
the shadow for a second, then the contest was over and the 
apparition slumped, defeated. 

 “Illyana,” Strange said through nerveless lips, “get 
Tandy. Now.” 

 Illyana stared at the ghost, then mutely vanished through 
her stepping disk. Strange approached the captured spirit, 
unable to stop staring. 

 The insubstantial spirit glared at him hatefully. Dark 
tousled hair had been translated to pale etheric curls, and its 
slim features were contorted in rage. Eyes burned from 
sunken sockets, and the gaunt figure seemed to pant with 
exertion. 

 Strange stared at a reflection of himself. A much 
younger reflection. 

 “Why did you come back?” he asked the ghost of the 
American that died in the bombed out lamasery twenty-six 
years ago. A lifetime ago. 

 “You,” the ghost hissed. “Invader. Fake. You stole—the 
Ancient One‟s—power. Must protect—the world—from 
invaders—no matter how—well intentioned—” 

 Strange shuddered as he recognized the desperate drive 
of a good man to stop an evil force, reflected in his own eyes, 
pointed back at him… he could not bring himself to look 
away; he drank the penance stare in. His mind flinched from 
contact; his ghost refused to surrender, no matter how bleak 
the odds. A real defender of Prime. 

 He died a lifetime ago. 

 Beside him, a stepping disk flared. Tandy and Illyana 
stood by Strange. Tandy‟s eyes widened as she gasped in 
shock. 
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 “The Light,” Strange managed. 

 Tandy closed her eyes and began to shine, startled as a 
greater Light than Agamotto‟s poured through her. A portal 
opened. 

 “Choose,” Strange said softly, eyes locked with those of 
the vengeful ghost. 

 The spirit of Stephen Strange glanced at the broken 
scythe, then at the portal of light. It nodded in decision. 

 “There will be others,” Strange whispered to himself. 
Then, in a shock of light, the ghost vanished up the tunnel of 
brilliance. 

 Tandy fell to her knees, the light fled, and Strange found 
himself unable to meet Illyana‟s eyes. His chin twitched, and 
his eyes glinted. 

 “I need… some time,” Strange said thickly. He stumbled 
into his Sanctum, and the doors shut behind him with a solid 
click. 

* 

 “Yeah, we got the reaper,” Valeria said wearily into the 
phone as the front door opened. “Don‟t worry about it. Hey, 
sorry about your door, no idea what happened there. You 
can get it fixed, right? Good. Yeah, we‟re all okay. Look, I‟ll 
be in touch tomorrow, I gotta go.” Valeria hung up the 
phone and turned to see Peter Parker standing in the 
doorway to the kitchen. 

 “Did I come at a bad time?” he asked tentatively, and 
she wondered if she looked that awful. She tried to smile. 

 “No, we‟re fine,” she said. “You got the pictures?” 

 “I scanned in the negatives and tinkered with them, 
emailed „em to you at work. Thought I‟d drop some proofs 
by.” He glanced around. “Is Strange in?” 

 “How about we talk tomorrow,” Valeria said. 
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 “Right,” Peter nodded, unsettled. “Okay. You kids have 
fun now.” He nodded again. “Okay. I‟m going.” 

 “Bye,” Valeria said, sitting down at the table. 

 Peter quietly closed the door behind himself as he left. 

 

 Tandy sat on the floor of the basement, cradling the 
Shroud‟s head in her lap. The rumpled folds of cloth were 
laid out on the floor, and darkness oozed around him like a 
pool of oil. A stepping disk flared. 

 “Here he is,” Illyana said, worried. “I hope you can 
work with this.” She gestured at the Shroud as Montessi and 
Dani looked down at the torn fabric. 

 Montessi cleared her throat. “I can do a temporary fix, 
it‟s a rift issue,” she murmured. “Only Enitharmon has the 
skill to effect a permanent recovery, this is one of the most 
complex fabrics on Prime. I‟ll do what I can.” She drew a 
deep breath. “Now. I need some wire, a silver needle. 
Quickly,” she said, her commands crisp. Illyana flashed away 
as Dani knelt by the Shroud. 

 Tandy gazed up at Montessi. “You can save him, can‟t 
you?” 

 “Yes,” Montessi replied softly. “Yes I can. For now. 
Only Strange can get him to Enitharmon.” 

 “Is Strange… will he be alright?” Tandy asked hesitantly. 

 “Of course he will,” Montessi replied, her voice almost 
bright enough to be brittle. “He‟s the Sorcerer Supreme.” 

 

 Montessi heaved a deep sigh as she walked into the 
kitchen and sat down at the table. Dani followed her in, and 
also sat down. She was wearing some of Illyana‟s clothes; 
they were a bit loose, but they fit her well enough. 
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 “How is Tyrone?” Valeria asked. Doug softly snored, his 
head down on his arms as he leaned on the table. 

 “He‟ll live,” Montessi shrugged. “I can‟t do more than 
that. It‟s up to Strange.” 

 “Right,” Valeria murmured. She rubbed at her eyes, then 
regarded Montessi. “Dr. Spengler is really bright. I 
understand his findings can only go to the Montessi 
Foundation.” 

 “That‟s right,” Montessi nodded. 

 “I was wondering how you‟d feel about him doing a 
regular column in the Planetary.” Valeria paused. “Nineteen 
ninety was a long time ago. I think he‟s due a more public 
forum for his research. He‟s too brilliant to stay hidden away 
like this.” 

 “Just don‟t let out any of the really dangerous stuff,” 
Montessi said. “I occasionally have to nudge him when he 
goes off the deep end.” She smiled gently. 

 “I think it‟s really great, what you did for them,” Valeria 
noted. 

 “They always did good work for me,” Montessi said, 
looking down at the table. She took a deep breath. “I‟m 
going to go talk to Strange.” She smiled at them briefly as she 
rose, then she glided out of the room. 

 Valeria looked at Dani, then at the clock. Shortly after 
midnight. “Want some tea?” she asked. 

 “Yes please,” Dani replied, exhaustion printed in her 
expression and posture. 

 “Then,” Valeria said, looking at Doug, “I think I had 
better find him a better place to sleep.” She looked at Dani. 
“You‟re staying the night then?” 

 “We‟ll see,” Dani said, glancing after Montessi. 
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 Montessi followed the dark hallway towards the 
imposing double doors at the end. Seated to the side of the 
doors was a slim young blonde. Illyana looked up as 
Montessi approached. Her expression was woeful. She 
looked every bit the part of a young woman in her mid 
twenties, right down to her bare feet. 

 “Do you know?” Illyana asked, a bit hoarse. “What 
happened?” 

 “Tell me,” Montessi said. 

 Illyana nodded at the broken scythe propped up 
opposite where she sat her vigil. “Inside that cowl was the 
ghost of the native Strange, the one that was killed in the 
seventies. He thought Strange was an invader. Came after 
him to protect Prime.” 

 Montessi let that sink in. “I need to talk to him,” she 
said softly. 

 “I‟m not standing guard,” Illyana shrugged. “I‟m just 
here in case he needs anything.” 

 Montessi walked past Illyana and put her palm flat on 
the door into the Sanctum Sanctorum. There was a sense of 
hesitation, then the locks clicked aside and the door drifted 
open. Montessi stepped in, and the door closed behind her. 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN 

 She stood in the musty dimness. Several candles quietly 
flickered where they were placed around the room. The 
Sorcerer Supreme stood under the skylight, gazing up at the 
night through the Sigil of Hoggoth that was woven over the 
view. His hands were clasped behind his back, and he wore 
his red coat. He did not turn to greet Montessi. 

 “Stephen,” she said quietly. “Tyrone got sheared by the 
reaper. I‟ve stitched him up, but you‟ll need to take him to 
Enitharmon.” 
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 “I‟ll do it,” Strange said, unmoved. “Is he in danger?” 

 “No,” she said. She noiselessly approached him, until 
she stood within arm‟s reach of his back. 

 “I‟m sure someone told you,” Strange said, his words 
slow and his voice uncertain. 

 “About your ghost?” Montessi replied. “Yes. The ghost 
of the man, Stephen Strange, who never became the Sorcerer 
Supreme.” 

 “I was scolded,” Strange said, “by the ghost of a drunk 
doctor with shaking hands, a man who was only just 
beginning to understand how justice and its strict 
requirements could be freeing.” A silent tear traced down his 
narrow cheek, glistening in the moonlight. “The earth spirits 
couldn‟t be sure that the reaper and the Sorcerer Supreme 
weren‟t just reflections of the same thing.” 

 “But he‟s dead, and you‟re not,” Montessi murmured. 
“You were invited here by the Earth Spirits. That ghost has 
no idea how the world has changed.” 

 “Still, an amazing coincidence,” Strange said quietly. 
“Prime‟s immunology is made of amazing coincidences. 
Perhaps I‟m no longer welcome.” 

 “Maybe,” Montessi said carefully, “maybe not. The 
point is, you are welcome by the rest of Prime‟s defenders, 
including me. You have proven yourself again and again. 
Each Sorcerer Supreme teaches Prime a new trick. Yours is 
how to welcome the stranger. No one else can understand 
what it‟s like coming to a new world, not like you do.” 

 “I‟ve never faced a reaper before,” Strange said. “I don‟t 
know where their badge of office comes from, who chooses 
them, anything. I‟ve got a lot of research to do.” 

 “Maybe I can help,” Montessi said, turning away and 
settling into a seat. Strange turned to look at her, his eyes 
bloodshot. 
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 She sighed, looking at her hands. “In the early nineties, 
the geomantic web of ley energy was shot to hell. I thought 
maybe it was time for me to step up and become Sorceress 
Supreme. I had the training, the pedigree, everything. Except 
the nerve and the raw power. But the power comes with the 
geomantic energy, doesn‟t it,” she said with a faint smile. She 
glanced at Strange, then back down at her hands. 

 “I made some mistakes, like we all tend to do. But 
there‟s not much margin for error when you‟re trying to be 
the Sorcerer Supreme, and win the mantle from the Earth 
Spirits. I couldn‟t find Agamotto‟s Mantle, so I improvised. 
The point is, one of my dear friends was killed in my quest. 
He… came back.” 

 She looked into Strange‟s eyes. “The last reaper was 
targeting me, Stephen. It killed my daughter. I had arranged 
to have the Ghostbusters in my service, and it killed one of 
them too. I finally tracked it down to a confrontation, after 
about six victims had been claimed, and I wrested the scythe 
from it only to find that it was my own hubris I was fighting; 
the ghost of a man who had been important to me before I 
got him killed. The reaper is about punishment, until you 
look closer.” Tears glimmered in her eyes. “They come to 
test Prime‟s defenses and its defenders. You‟re the best 
Sorcerer Supreme I can imagine. You understand how 
everything comes down to balance. You can see the truth of 
what I‟m saying.” 

 Strange just watched her, unable to sort out his 
emotions, unable to keep all of them hidden. 

 “You did better, far better, than I did,” she whispered, 
brushing at her tears. “You have brought together some fine 
people to help do what I tried to do alone. And you beat the 
reaper. Only one death. Stephen, it‟s time for you to stop 
hedging your bets. You belong here.” She smiled through her 
tears. “Stay. Stay with me.” 

 He approached her, and she rose. He pulled her into an 
embrace, and they held each other tightly. 
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 They were together as the moon drifted, pale in a dark 
sky. 

 

January 7 

 Valeria and Montessi strode through the sharp chill and 
bustle of mid-morning New York. They approached the fire 
house, and saw that the missing door had been replaced by a 
sheet of plywood. Montessi shook her head as Valeria 
knocked on the plywood. 

 With a rumbling chug, the big bay door slid out of the 
way, and Valeria and Montessi hesitantly looked in. 

 Venkman stood by a big red button, a smug and catty 
look perched on his face. “Now nobody but me has a key that 
works,” he declared. 

 The women walked into the bay of the fire station as the 
doors rumbled shut. The old fin-tailed ambulance was parked 
in the middle of the bay, and Ray peered up to see who was 
coming. His sleeves were rolled up, his hands greasy. A 
cigarette dangled from his lips, and his half-moon glasses 
were streaked with oily fingerprints. 

 “Ms. Montessi!” he said quickly, almost swallowing his 
cigarette as he straightened and rubbed his hands on his 
jumpsuit. “Egon!” he yelled, turning away from them. “It‟s 
Ms. Montessi!” 

 “I think it‟s cute that you have a doormonkey,” Valeria 
confided with a small smile. 

 “Hey!” Venkman shouted. “I heard that!” 

 Spengler methodically worked his way down the stairs, 
then strode over to them as Venkman approached. 

 “Egon,” Venkman said, rolling his eyes, “when the boss 
visits, you gotta use the pole.” 



 

220 

 “It‟s an honor and a pleasure to see you this morning,” 
Spengler said, vigorously shaking Montessi‟s hand. “What 
can we do for you?” 

 “I hear you had a reaper,” she said. 

 “Yes, and we plan to go looking for it. The apparition 
escaped our premises last night.” 

 Montessi handed him the two halves of the scythe. “You 
can run some tests on this. See what you can find out about 
defeating it should another come. How is work on those 
personal force fields coming?” 

 “I‟m in the early planning stages,” Spengler said, 
nervously glancing at Valeria. “Should she be here for this?” 

 “Actually, she has an offer that I think you should 
consider,” Montessi said with a nod. Valeria stepped forward. 

 “I‟ve talked to Dr. Strange, who happens to be a good 
friend of Ms. Montessi,” she began. Spengler and Ray 
exchanged a quick look. “Strange wants you to write a regular 
feature for the Planetary, Dr. Spengler.” She smiled. 

 “Really,” Spengler replied. “No hard feelings about the 
bottle?” 

“None,” Valeria replied. 

Spengler looked at Montessi, who nodded. Looked 
at Ray, who smiled. “I‟ll do it,” he said, “as long as I can 
share the byline with my research partner, Dr. Stanz.” Ray 
blinked, and grinned, straightening and rubbing his hands on 
his jumpsuit. “After all, he helped me develop the initial 
technology for the containment equipment.” 

 “Sounds good,” Valeria smiled. “We‟ll be in touch with 
the details.” 

 “Oh, before I go,” Montessi said, digging in her purse 
for a moment. “Ray. I‟ve built a new library on the side of 
my study, and I need some more books. Do you think you 
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could track these down for me?” She handed him a thin 
sheaf of paper, folded over. 

 “Sure, you bet,” he said. Spengler took the paper for 
him and opened it; as Ray scanned the first column of titles, 
his eyes widened. “You bet!” he said with a silly grin. “Could 
take me some time though.” 

 “I‟m not going anywhere,” she replied with a smile. She 
turned to Valeria. “Shall we have lunch?” 

 “Certainly,” Valeria nodded. “You boys have a good day 
now.” They turned and headed out. 

 Venkman scampered ahead and pushed the big red 
button, and the bay door swung out of the way. “Got 
anything for me? A talk show or something? I‟d be a great 
radio personality.” 

 “Goodbye, Venkman,” Montessi said as she headed out 
into the bright New York morning. 

 As the door ground shut behind them, Venkman 
approached Ray and Spengler. 

 “Didn‟t think much of the first half of the decade, but 
the rest is looking up,” Ray grinned. 

 “Yeah,” Venkman replied. “You got a book deal and 
half a column, Egon gets his skinny face on the Planetary. 
What did I get? Abuse. Hey, since everything‟s coming up 
roses, maybe I should call Dana.” 

 “She is married,” Ray pointed out after a moment of 
silence. 

 “It‟s happened before, it‟ll happen again. I‟m tellin you. 
Great things are in the wind for the Ghostbusters. It‟s a new 
era, a new day. We are on the edge of greatness.” 

 “Don‟t they expect you in to work at some point?” 
Spengler asked pointedly. 

 “Yeah, and it‟s time to go get my paycheck,” Venkman 
said with a broad grin. “Look. We load up a trap. Go release 
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the ghost on the golf course. Show up and capture it. Collect 
payment on our outrageous bill. We get us a few cooperative 
ghosts, and we‟re in the gravy train.” 

 “I said no before,” Ray said, “I‟ll say it again. Egon will 
say it with me. Do we need to chant it?” 

 “No vision,” Venkman sniffed. “See? That‟s what I 
bring to this team. Vision.” 

 “I was wondering,” Spengler admitted. “I‟ll be upstairs. I 
ordered us some Chinese takeout. Let me know when it gets 
here.” 

 “Why don‟t you go use your vision at the door,” Ray 
said. “I gotta get this carburetor fixed. Get Ecto 1-A street 
legal again.” He grinned, ducking back under the hood. 

 Venkman swaggered back to the door. “Blue skies,” he 
crooned, “smiling at meeee, nothin but blooo, skies, do I 
seeee.” He clicked his heels. 
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All the Star-Spattered Darkness 
  

January 10 
 The klaxons blared, and the panicked crew swarmed on 
the deck, scrambling for lifeboats. The vast cargo ship heeled 
in the vicious whipping torrent of sky and ocean that lashed 
it. Lightning blazed through the furious cacophony of the 
storm as the deep, terrifying groan of buckling metal 
reverberated through the hull.  
 They did not notice the peculiar echoing flash after the 
lightning. A shape dropped from a pale disk in the sky, then 
plunged through a wave, powering deep into the roused 
might of the sea. Then, the living missile slowed, and 
surveyed the situation.  
 She kicked against the pressure, and swooped through 
the tug of vicious waves, up to the ruptured hull of the 
foundering ship. She braced against the suction of the 
powerful current of water dashing into the sinking ship. Her 
golden hair swirled as her bright eyes assessed the damage. 
Her hands seemed delicate, smooth, graceful; not at all 
capable of what they did to the metal as she gripped the 
overstressed plating and tugged it back into shape, muscles 
taut on her slender arms.  
 As the bilge pumps struggled, the ship miraculously 
righted itself. No one peered into the wild deeps of the sea 
off the port bow to see the peculiar distorted reflection of a 
red beam that lanced into the side of the ship, boiling the 
water, searing the metal together in a temporary weld.  
 It would hold long enough.  
 She swooped through the water with the grace of a 
mermaid. Darting around the desperately twirling ship 
screws, she let the current shove her near the surface. She 
couldn't repress a wild grin as she pushed against the 
universe itself, a leverage not available to mere mortals. She 
put her shoulder to the side of the ship, shoving it as the sky 
and sea struggled to change places.  
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 The huge ship crashed through a swell with a deep 
shudder, sending men sprawling. The ship lifted impossibly 
out of the sea, then tilted down to rush along the glassy 
wave, walls of water rearing up all around, as though the ship 
might vanish into the gut of the ocean.  
 She strained as she pushed; she felt the way the ship was 
put together, the way all of it touched and interlaced with the 
rest, and she focused her will as her fingertips sank into the 
steel as though it was wet sand. Muscles jumped into sharp 
definition, and she hissed breath out between her teeth. The 
gargantuan craft slid up the side of a wave, carried to the 
crest; for a sickening moment airborne, then oddly steered as 
it plunged towards the next crevasse between waves.  
 Time slipped away as she locked in an epic struggle with 
the ocean storm, the ship and its crew as the prize. Then she 
let go, peeling her hands clear of the metal as the ship 
staggered past a ridge of rock, a breakwater from the small 
island. A ragged cheer went up from the crew. The woman 
leaned away from the back of the ship and hung, spent, just 
above the roiling sea. A pale disk flared, and she was gone.  
 
 "I can see it now," said the blonde perched on the 
throne, a twinkle in her eye. "Handprints found in hull of 
rescued ship. Some of the crew were Spanish. Probably 
figured the Virgin Mary saved them."  
 "Not now, Illyana," the rescuer said as she slumped onto 
the stone. "Give me a minute to catch my breath before you 
start pestering me." She lay flat on the warm rock, gazing up 
into the starry sky of the peculiar mystic realm well outside 
Prime's fences.  
 "Don't mean to pester," Illyana shrugged. "I'm tired just 
watching. So Valeria. How heavy do you think the ship was?"  
 "Before or after it took on all that water?" Valeria 
replied, raising an eyebrow. She shook her head. "I'd like to 
have a word with Strange, if you don't mind sending me back 
to Prime." She hauled herself to her feet, brushing at her 
black bodysuit, glancing at the wet print she had left on the 
dry stone.  
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 "Done," Illyana said with a gesture. A pale disk wreathed 
in seething dark eldritch flame swept across Valeria, and she 
was gone.  
 Illyana gestured again at the dark pool by her throne, 
and she gazed into the images that twisted across the scrying. 
The ship had grounded against the beach, and now the crew 
clambered down to the storm-lashed solid earth. Then the 
pool began to steam slightly, and her eyes widened.  
 "What the hell is that?" she whispered.  

* 

 The slim man looked up as the pale disk swirled down, 
leaving Valeria in its wake. He put his pen down and leaned 
back with a slight smile. "Excellent work," he said. "The 
Falcon made it to the island. But I'm afraid you need to go 
back."  
 She pushed her hands against her scalp, sending 
seawater trickling down her back as she pressed her hair to 
her head. "Tell me more, Strange," she said. "What does the 
Sorcerer Supreme want with a leaky cargo ship? Aside from 
saving lives, of course."  
 "Of course." He sighed. "The Falcon is carrying an 
ancient statue known as a cthuga," he said quietly. "I was 
hoping to have a chance to examine it when the cargo was 
unloaded in Los Angeles. As it is, the ship nearly didn't make 
it. I set a spirit to watch over the ship and report to me if 
there was a problem." He paused. "You saw the breach in 
the hull. Do you think the weather caused it?"  
 "It could have," she replied honestly. "The metal was 
buckled. Sea pressure can do peculiar things."  
 He smiled. "That's the usual story," he murmured. "Do 
you like calamari?" His dark eyes were alert.  
 "Squid?" she replied. "You think a squid did that to the 
ship?"  
 "On second thought," Strange said, standing and pulling 
on his coat, "perhaps I should come along too." 

* 
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 Illyana slumped on her basalt throne. The slightly 
eroded black stone was laced with vines, its angles eased by 
wear and blooms. She gazed at her still, silent scrying pool. 
Her eyes were haunted. 

 A shadow, made of thought and illusion, touched at the 
edge of her realm. She let him in, and with the speed of 
thought the shadow of Strange‟s mind was before her. 

 “Two to beam up,” he murmured with a quirky smile. 

 “Ha ha,” she said as the wraith disappeared. She 
hesitated, then gestured at her scrying pool to peer into a 
mansion in New York. A moment later, rings of eldritch 
flame deposited Strange and Valeria in Limbo, before her 
throne. 

 Strange shrugged in his coat, glancing around. “Illyana. 
We need to get back to the island. Time may well be of the 
essence here.” 

 “I‟m not sure I can do it,” she replied. Her blue eyes 
were bright and deep. 

 “Because the dimension is twisting slightly, and that may 
pinch off otherdimensional access to it if we are not very, 
very careful,” Strange agreed. “I will help you.” 

 “How did you know that?” she asked, startled. 

 He paused. “Part of being Sorcerer Supreme is having 
enough information and experience to hope you‟re wrong… 
we don‟t have time to get into this right now.” 

 The blonde sorceress clenched her jaw, then turned. Her 
legs blurred and recurved into goat legs, and a tail unfurled 
behind her. Horns unscrewed up from her head. She grasped 
the hilt of a glimmering two handed sword embedded in the 
rock of her throne dias, and she pulled it free. Silver armor 
flowed up from the weapon, over her arm and half her torso, 
twisting and sparkling down one of her legs. Like the sword, 
it was wrapped in deep magic. She gestured, and her gray 
cloak whipped off the back of her throne and settled over 
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her shoulders. She palmed a square, gleaming amulet and 
touched it to the cloak‟s edges where they met at her throat. 
The amulet affixed itself with a click. 

 “Alright,” she said. “If we‟re going to do this, let‟s do it 
right.” Her eyes flickered red, and she squatted over the 
scrying pool. With a gesture, she focused it; the pool 
steamed. 

 “If we have time, I‟d like to soak up some sun before we 
go,” Valeria said to Strange in a low voice. “Pushing cargo 
ships through storms is heavy work.” 

 He sighed. “I‟d love to say yes. But… we may not have 
time.” He turned to Illyana. “Alright. When you sense an 
opening, send us through. I‟ll adjust the scry.” Valeria waited 
as the two wizards gazed down into the pool. Strange 
gestured slowly, his hand seeming to wander. Then, an 
abrupt flash as a disk glowing with pale eldritch flame rolled 
up around them. 

 The humidity slugged them as they flashed down on a 
beach. The oppressive air hung like the atmosphere of a 
cave, as a thin drizzle swept the smooth sand. Heavy with 
violent energy, the sluggish waves slapped at the beach, and 
the towering cathedral of storm clouds hung overhead, 
slowly twisted by the sculpting wind. A man‟s scream erupted 
somewhere down the beach, and the dull crack of firearms 
reached them. 

 As one, Strange and Illyana and Valeria took off down 
the beach. “Where did you put the ship?” Strange asked. 

 “Down this way, I think,” Valeria replied. “Catch up 
when you can!” 

 “No, wait!” Strange shouted as Valeria leaped lightly 
into the air and streaked along the coastline. Strange 
flourished his red coat, and it lifted him after her. He darted 
through the thick air, but he knew he would not catch her. 
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 Illyana redoubled her speed, bounding over the wet sand 
lightly on her nimble hooves. 

 The ship came into view around the shoulder of the 
island, and Valeria dropped out of the sky to settle on the 
bow. She peered down at the sailors who huddled in a mass 
in the shadow of the hull. Thunder rumbled over the sea, 
lightning flicked down into the waves. With a rustle, Strange 
drifted down beside her. 

 “I told you to wait,” he said, terse, “and I don‟t have 
time to explain everything. We are in a very dangerous spot. 
You‟re going to have to trust me,” he said. 

 “I thought perhaps I could save a few lives,” she replied, 
not looking at him. 

 “You can,” he nodded. “But not running off half 
cocked. There‟s something out there,” he said, peering at the 
forest. “And it‟s hunting the crew. One by one. It has 
finished off the scouts, and now it‟s considering how best to 
rush the rest of the group.” 

 “So why did you want me to wait?” 

 “Because Illyana must fight and kill the beast,” Strange 
said. 

 “Illyana?” Valeria asked quizzically. 

 Strange looked her in the eye. “You and I are going to 
go look for what wrecked that ship, and someone has to 
protect these men while we‟re at it. Illyana won‟t be able to 
open a portal and send them home, so she‟s my pick. And 
they won‟t do what she says unless they see her power. And I 
need to be sure she can handle the beast. Can you feel it?” he 
demanded. “Can you feel how space here is twisted?” 

 She blinked, then she too felt the peculiar thrum of the 
island. She noted that the angle of the shoreline against the 
horizon was wrong, that perspective was slightly skewed. 
Puzzled, she looked to Strange. 
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 He dropped from the tall bow of the ship, almost ten 
meters down to the sand. He spoke quickly in Spanish, and 
the terrified crew shrank from him. He smiled, and spoke 
some more, then one of them stepped forward and replied. 
A brief conversation followed, complete with gestures, then a 
young woman ran around the corner of the beach. Illyana 
had taken the time to shift forms, once more appearing to be 
an unassuming mortal. 

 Illyana joined him. “What‟s going on?” she asked, 
panting, waiting for her breath to catch up to her. 

 “Men with guns came,” Strange replied quietly. “They 
took thirteen of the sailors, then the soldiers laughed and 
followed that trail back into the interior. They also took a 
single crate from the cargo hold.” Strange pointed out the 
path. “Now a monster is hunting the crew left behind. They 
sent out scouts, who haven‟t come back. They are afraid, so 
they retreated to the ship.” 

 “What‟s the plan?” Illyana asked, her fit body nearly 
recovered from the sprint. 

 “Valeria and I are going to look for the men with guns 
and their sacrificial victims. You are going to see to it that no 
harm comes to the rest of the crew.” 

 “Because I can‟t just send them to Limbo,” she sighed. 
“Which is inconvenient. What could be twisting the 
dimension to make this so difficult?” 

 “Ancient Cthonian magic,” Strange replied grimly, 
“wielded by one with the power to harness a confluence of 
ley lines. There is a node at the heart of this island, and it‟s 
pulsing with incredible energy.” 

 “What‟s hunting the crew?” Illyana asked Strange 
hesitantly. 

 “Can you sense it?” he shot back with a small smile. 
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 She let her eyes drift half closed, ignoring the uneasy 
whispering of the crew behind the wizards. “Yes…” she said. 
“I thought it would be in the jungle.” 

 “It circled around. They won‟t see it coming,” Strange 
said. 

 “I will,” she replied, reaching into her cloak and drawing 
the two handed sword, glittering with deep magic. She turned 
to the churning, leaden sea, and stepped around to see the 
side of the ship. 

 A long, dark shadow stealthily clung to the hull. Three 
meters long, it was made of tough hide and deep sinew, 
twists and cords of mighty muscle wrapped around poles of 
solid bone. Its fur-tufted head was wide and flat, ending in 
two wicked curves of mandible bone. Small, amber eyes 
flared with insane rage as it spotted the sorceress and her 
sword. A long curved tongue flickered out for a moment, 
testing the air. It wheezed, fighting to breathe, its thick chest 
heaving like billows. 

 It launched, twisting in midair; Illyana absently noted it 
had six legs and a long whip of a tail. Then it thudded down, 
bounding from the beach and closing in like a half-ton 
missile of living bone and strength and rage. 

 She dropped to the sand, whirling her cloak over her 
head and twisting the creature‟s perspective so it seemed she 
vanished. The monster sailed over her and landed already 
half turned, snarling with deep, half-choked menace. Illyana 
rose twisting with a backstroke of the sword, catching a bone 
mandible and neatly shearing it off with a ringing clack. The 
monster let out a furious cough, eyes bulging with raw hate. 

 Illyana‟s amulet flared a brilliant dart of light right into 
the monster‟s eyes, and she nimbly hopped to the side on 
goat hooves, driving forward with the enchanted blade and 
burying its length in the hollow of the monster‟s armpit 
behind the first set of legs. She transfixed the monster on the 
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blade, then slid the sword clear with a slithering rasp as it cut 
back along bone, through organs, out the tough hide. 

 The lash of its tail slapped across her, knocking her 
through the air. She twirled and clanged against the ship hull 
with her hooves, springing clear and cartwheeling to slap 
down and slide on her hooves on the beach, gory sword at 
the ready. Iridescent green goopy blood oozed down the 
blade, plopping down on the sand. 

 The great beast coughed again, unsteady on all its legs, 
and it took a few uncertain steps. Illyana darted forward, and 
with a mighty cry she drove the sword through the thick 
bone of its skull and deep into its body. Kicking off the head, 
she landed neatly on her hooves as the monster stumbled, 
then turned to stagger towards the treeline, mortally 
wounded. The hilt of the sword looked strangely like a horn 
on its flat, misshapen head. 

 As it turned its back on her, Illyana extended her 
armored hand. The segmented, impossibly ornate armor 
plating that wove around her flesh in an intricate shell of 
protection flexed. Called, the sword twitched, then tore 
jerkily through the creature for about a meter before flipping 
clear and sailing through the air to smack home in her hand. 
She whirled it once, ichor slopping off the glittering blade. 
Then she touched the point of the sword to the beach as the 
creature wavered, then collapsed. 

 She made eye contact with the Spanish crewmen, and 
nodded. They huddled, terrified of her. Strange spoke to 
them softly, and they nodded rapidly. He turned to Illyana. 

 “They will do as you say,” he said. “Valeria and I are 
going after the sacrifices.” He paused. “They took something 
from the ship,” he added. 

 Valeria walked around the bow of the ship. “Let me 
guess. The cthuga statue.” 

 Strange managed a strained smile. “Let‟s go,” he said, 
and he turned and lifted into the air, alert as he drifted 
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quickly towards the treeline. Valeria was right behind him. 
Several crew members crossed themselves and whispered 
nervously, but Illyana ignored them. Instead, she focused on 
her surroundings. 

 “The storm is rising again,” she said to the sailors. “Let‟s 
get back in the ship.” 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 Strange and Valeria followed the path for almost a 
kilometer before the strangely twisting trail broke tree cover 
at the edge of a cliff. On the highest point of the island, a 
peculiar stepped ziggurat loomed over the surrounding 
canopy. 

 “That stone temple,” Strange murmured. “That‟s where 
they‟re going. That‟s where the node is, where all the lines 
meet.” 

 “What was that thing on the beach?” Valeria asked. 

 “It was a cthuga,” Strange replied grimly. “Not the big 
one, mind you, but one of the small fry.” 

 “But—I thought you said the cthuga was a statue.” 

 “The statue represented cthuga,” Strange replied, “and 
our enemy knows the secret of how they are made. This is 
not good. We can expect to fight more of them.” 

 “At least those I can understand,” Valeria muttered. 
“You say a wizard is controlling all the ley line energy. Can 
you stop it? You are the Sorcerer Supreme, after all.” 

 “Stop it?” Strange replied mirthlessly. “Just because I can 
shift the geomantic energies of Prime doesn‟t mean I should. 
There is a rhythm to these things. No, we are much better 
off finding the wizard in the middle and plucking him loose, 
rather than trying to unravel his net of energy.” 

 “Him?” Valeria replied. “You sound sure it‟s a man.” 
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 “Pretty sure,” Strange nodded, then he left the path and 
drifted up into the air. With a gesture, he hissed through the 
air, up to the temple. Valeria followed. The gate was halfway 
up the ziggurat. 

 They landed outside the massive stone doors that were 
thrown wide, revealing a dark corridor dimly lit by torches. 
The first splotchy hits of heavy rain whirled down from the 
leaden clouds, and Strange stepped over the threshold. 

 His foot took a long, long time to land. The corridor 
stretched endlessly before him, endlessly behind. He realized 
he was trapped in an eternally repeating loop. 

 Irritated, he snapped his fingers. Spacetime straightened 
to attention, and the perception trap burst with a silent roar. 
Valeria took a stumbling step, glancing over at Strange. 

 “A bit forceful, don‟t you think?” she observed. 

 “This island is practically unmoored with the raw energy 
flowing into it right now,” Strange replied, his voice echoing 
down the tunnel. “Ley lines are always there, but they aren‟t 
always active. The energies of the Earth shift around. I sense 
eight ley lines through this temple right now. That probably 
hasn‟t happened in a thousand years.” He shook his head 
with an odd smile. “I‟m a little buzzed.” 

 He tensed, the color draining from his face. Valeria, her 
hearing far beyond human capacity, heard a faint chanting. 
Strange dashed into the temple, darted down an open well 
shaft that led into the heart of the ziggurat, and dropped into 
a round corridor. 

 “This corridor,” he said breathlessly. “We are standing 
in a ley line.” He didn‟t need to say anything else. She saw the 
nimbus of power begin to play around him as he lifted off 
the ground, racing to the end of the tunnel. To the node. 
Now the eerie chanting, barely possible tones and sounds 
and consonants, was clearly audible tumbling from an 
experience wizard‟s mouth. 
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 A wrenching scream was ripped from the throats of 
thirteen men all at once, then it seemed to tear off down a 
side tunnel. Strange and Valeria fired out of a corridor into 
the large central chamber at the heart of the stone temple. 

 “Well well well,” rang out a clear and raspy voice. “My 
efforts rate the personal attention of the Sorcerer Supreme 
yet again. I‟m flattered.” 

 “Smythe,” Strange growled. 

 They stood in a tall, oval, egg-shaped room. A ledge ran 
around the circumference of the room three meters above 
the floor, with twelve shackles stapled to the wall. A dead 
man sagged from each set of chains, horror written on their 
staring faces, a stone spike protruding from each chest. The 
spike had shot from the wall behind each man, punching 
through the heart. Little blood trickled from around the 
wounds. 

 In the center of the room, standing behind a stone altar, 
a man in glittering ceremonial robes stood over the thirteenth 
victim. A thick, unblooming rosebush had torn up through 
the unfortunate man‟s chest, and he was as dead as the 
others. The thick stalks and thorns twitched fitfully, swaying 
in the air of the still room. The man standing over the dead 
sacrifice had nondescript features, colorless hair, and 
brilliant, cutting eyes. His smile was cruel. His chest heaved, 
breathless, and his face had an exhausted pallor. 

 “I‟m certain you thought me dead after our last 
encounter,” Smythe said coldly. “You do move fast. I wasn‟t 
sure I could finish the incantation before you arrived. 
Speaking of which, perhaps you had better deal with that,” 
he said, nodding at one of the smooth-bore corridors that 
was built around a ley line. The screams of the sacrifices 
echoed and bounced down into the stygian deep. 

 “What‟s down there,” Strange gritted out. “What are you 
trying to awaken?” 
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 Smythe only chuckled, his eyes glittering. Strange flung a 
binding at him, its power blown out of proportion by the ley 
energies that boiled and sang in the room. Smythe dropped 
into the corner where the altar met the floor, and somehow 
ducked through to somewhere… else. 

 “Damn,” Strange said sharply. “Looks like he‟s been 
studying the methods of the Hounds.” 

 “Hounds?” Valeria echoed, raising an eyebrow as she 
watched the unmoving stone of the altar. 

 “Hounds of Tindalos,” Strange clarified. “We use the 
flat planes of reality, they move through the corners. Look, 
that doesn‟t matter at the moment. Go get Illyana. Bring her 
here. Smythe hasn‟t gone far. Together, you two can stop 
him.” 

 “Where are you going?” 

 “Down,” Strange replied, and he shot off down the dark 
corridor to hell itself, chasing the screams of lost souls. 

 

 In a blur, Valeria shot across the island to where Illyana 
hunched in a doorway on the massive ship. Illyana blinked as 
Valeria dropped next to her. 

 “Strange wants you to help me. We‟re hunting a wizard 
named Smythe.” 

 “Right,” Illyana said shortly. She gripped Valeria‟s hand, 
and Valeria darted back up into the sky, landing in the node 
chamber less than twenty seconds later. 

 Illyana stumbled, breathless, as Valeria stared around. 
Valeria winced, rubbing at her eyes. 

 “Okay,” she muttered. “No gazing through these walls. 
Any ideas, Illyana?” 

 Illyana‟s eyes were slightly glazed. “What? Oh, the 
wizard. He‟s above us, up near the crown of the ziggurat. 
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And he‟s not alone.” She hesitated. “Maybe we should wait 
for Strange to get back,” she said in a small voice. 

 “You did not just say that,” Valeria replied grimly. 
“Come on, let‟s go get him.” 

 “Valeria,” Illyana said, catching her arm. “There are 
things in this structure that can kill you. I‟m not sure I can 
protect you against them. You may be able to shoulder-check 
trains, but magic… Something is in here with us, something 
the likes of which I have never felt.” 

 “I can tell you‟re becoming a wizard,” Valeria said 
tightly, “because you get more and more cryptic as your 
training progresses.” She shook her head. “Strange told me 
to get Smythe and to bring you along. That‟s what I intend to 
do.” 

 “Then let‟s go,” Illyana said, unreadable. “Just be 
careful.” 

 Valeria carried them up one of the tilted shafts, under 
Illyana‟s direction. They left the shaft when it crossed a 
hallway, which led them to a central shaft that seemed to cut 
through the center of the ziggurat. 

 The shaft couldn‟t have been more than ten meters 
across, but it somehow seemed a vast yawning gulf of 
darkness with no beginning and no end. The balcony on the 
other side had two flickering torches, and Smythe stood 
regarding them across the distance. 

 Valeria immediately focused her eyes, and twin beams of 
intense laser heat leaped from them and penetrated Smythe, 
whipping through and searing fist-sized holes in the wall 
behind him. 

 “As you may have gathered,” he said diplomatically, “I 
am not actually physically here.” 

 “Just projecting yourself here to taunt us?” Illyana said 
tightly. “I can send something through that image that will 
give you one hell of a hangover in the morning.” 
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 “But you haven‟t,” Smythe‟s image observed. 

 “I‟m interested in your taunts,” she replied. 

 He smiled broadly. “I liked it better when the Ancient 
One was the Sorcerer Supreme. He would round up 
promising young neophytes, and occasionally a seasoned 
veteran, and send them against me. Dealing with you is more 
like my previous experience, rather than having to deal with 
the Sorcerer Supreme himself. I much prefer it,” he said with 
a sharp grin. “Besides, I have already won.” 

 “What‟s the prize,” Illyana asked. 

 “The earth, Prime itself,” Smythe replied. “I have 
unleashed one of the few forces on earth that can destroy the 
Sorcerer Supreme, drive him out of his mind, annihilate him 
utterly beyond recall. The world of Man will burn and 
crumble before the ancient, mindless forces. After all… that 
is not dead which can eternal lie, and with strange eons even 
death may die.” 

 “I‟ve heard that,” Illyana said, puzzled. “I‟ve heard that 
before.” 

 Smythe threw his head back and cackled. Then he 
returned his attention to the women who faced him. “The 
Great Old Ones can only live when the stars are right.” 
Above, with a rasp of stone on stone, the cap on the deep 
shaft was shifted aside. Stars glared down the shaft, their 
constellations twisted by the magic that ripped the island. 
“I‟m waking someone up.” 

 “Who?” Illyana demanded. “The Treader of Dust? 
Fthagghua? Shudde M‟ell?” 

 “Oh, child,” Smythe winced, “you… oh dear. No 
education at all. It doesn‟t matter, you‟ll be dead before the 
Awakening sweeps humanity away before it, and the Great 
Old One can plunge from this world to another. You see, 
this temple was built by the Elder Things, in the Cambrian 
age. They were skilled and civilized beyond anything you can 
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imagine. And they bred monsters here, as experiments. Such 
as dinosaurs.” He paused for effect. 

 “Their experiments turned on them,” he continued, 
enjoying the taste of his words. “Nearly drove them to 
extinction. Knowing what I know about the Sorcerer 
Supreme and his merry band, you can imagine my delight 
when I found this temple came complete with a security 
system.” He grinned, his visage strangely skull-like. “As the 
millennia wore on, it became most grumpy, especially while 
starving. So I wish you good luck. I must leave you now,” he 
concluded, “to the mercy of the shoggoth.” His image 
winked out. 

 “Oh crap,” Illyana breathed. 

* 

 Strange felt space and time contract and expand 
simultaneously, and he knew he was riding the ley line 
whether he wanted to or not. The screams ahead abruptly 
stopped, absorbed into something. He glanced around, 
noting that he had left the tube and the island altogether, and 
he was deep in the crushing void of the Pacific Ocean. 
Below, something stirred, tossing up a wave of careless 
power that would have destroyed a lesser wizard. Dazed, he 
looked down to see the ocean floor slowly curl and twitch. 

 He knew what he faced. 

 Screaming soundlessly, he spun and shot towards the 
surface, spurred by desperate fear and madness as that which 
was behind him gathered for the merest shrug. Screams 
echoed in the center of one eye the size of a house as the 
stars above twisted unnaturally into a shape that sent energy 
sparkling down through the ocean. 

 Hanging over the waves, trembling, Steven Strange 
stared down at the waters. Stared at the weight of the entire 
Pacific ocean, a mass that counted as nothing to that which 
slept beneath it. That which now stirred. And he knew that 
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he was mere mortal, made of flesh. His teeth chattered as he 
spit out a mouthful of water and let his lungs breath air. 

 The thing below him was incurious; he did not need to 
worry about it fighting him. But if he tried to battle it then he 
would lose and Prime would be ravaged beyond recognition. 

 Then his shaking eased, and he stared down into the 
void of ocean that pressed down beneath him. “By the 
Vishanti,” the Sorcerer Supreme said, “I‟ve got to try.” 

 Commending his soul to Agamotto, Strange lowered 
back into the water and breathed it easily. Then he caught a 
ley line and rode it down, down to the stygian deeps, his 
mind racing to find a way for Prime to survive this… 

* 

 “What? What‟s a shoggoth!” Valeria demanded. 

 “Ever see Tool‟s cd cover for Anima?” Illyana asked. 

 “What?!” 

 “Run,” Illyana snapped. Then a stone door slammed 
shut behind them, a rune glowing in its center. Something 
blocked the starlight above. 

 A weird chittering filled the tunnel; “Tekeli-li! Tekeli-li!” 
A gulping squelch resonated through the stone as something 
massive shifted itself; Illyana felt a breeze pick up as 
something raced towards them. 

 “I think Smythe is on the top of this temple,” Illyana 
said. “I‟ve got to get to him.” 

 “Want to try to get through that door?” Valeria asked. 

 Illyana stuffed her sword into the rune, and with a great 
sparking bang the sword rebounded. 

 The stink hit. Valeria turned, her face contorted, as a 
horrific rotted stench roiled down at them. The torches in 
the opposite balcony still burned, so she could see the 
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sinuous, plastic column that dropped down into view from 
above. 

 It was translucent and iridescent, black, lumpy with 
nodules and pustules. Greenish light oozed from some of the 
protoplasmic bubbles; others flashed open to reveal eyes of 
all sorts. Cat eyes, pale empty eyes, eyes with irises. Surface lit 
by luminescence, backlit through the translucent gunk by the 
torches, the peculiar tentacle quested down to touch on the 
stone floor, then in a rush the entire corridor mouth was full 
of the monstrous, shapeless mass. Drool from the lips of an 
insane god. 

 “Faltinasti!” Illyana cried, sending a flaring gush of fire 
across it. But nothing on it would burn, the heat and flame 
slid off the greasy slime that coated it and made up its bulk. 
Superheated gunk hissed, and it sounded like rage. 

 Valeria focused her eyes, sending twin lasers streaking 
across the gelatinous mass. A large swathe was cut loose to 
tumble down, but as soon as it did the mess was rolled over 
by the rest of the creature, and there was no visible damage. 

 Illyana‟s incantation ended with a snarled “Cttrokia!” 
and thick red stripes of force whirled out of nowhere to bind 
and surround the shoggoth. It swelled against them, and then 
around them. The bands tightened around nothing at all, 
fading to stinking mist. The creature gathered, then rushed at 
them. 

 Valeria hopped back, turning, and slung a heavy punch 
into the door. It shattered cleanly along a center line. “I‟ll 
hold this thing,” Valeria said rapidly, pushing Illyana. “Go!” 

 Illyana flew out of the corridor, tumbling with the force 
of the shove as the shoggoth squelched over Valeria. Rising, 
Illyana raced down the corridor, searching for an exit. 

 Whipping punch after punch into the shoggoth with her 
unnatural speed and ferocity, Valeria battered the gel 
mercilessly. She aimed for eyes, for mouths with their 
gibbering nonsense, for anything that looked like it was 



 

   241 

vulnerable. It engulfed her, chewing every inch of her body, 
watching her with weird translucent introspection. 

 Desperate, she puffed out a cold blast at the mass 
surrounding her, hoping to stiffen it. She blared through the 
murky gel with her heat vision, then battered her way to the 
surface. She realized the thing was sucking her deeper into 
the temple, and she had no idea how big it was or how fast 
she was moving. But she kept swinging, teeth clenched, as 
she began to bleed. 

 “Whatever you‟re doing,” she thought to her teammates, 
“do it fast…” 

 It screeched its fury and redoubled its impossible 
pounding, fluidly slipping around her defenses and clubbing, 
squeezing, sawing at her. All the while those alien, inhuman 
eyes watched. Lost in the darkness of the temple‟s stone 
tomb, she wrestled hopelessly with a shapeless tide of 
strength. 

* 

 Strange drifted in the ocean. He touched the web of 
light, the geomantic energies of the earth that criss-crossed it 
and held it safe from invaders. Except when Prime‟s defenses 
failed, which happened now and then. To let alien races 
come to earth to hide. To let ancient obscenities crash down 
and slumber beneath the ocean floor. 

 Once the anomaly was woven into the tapestry, then it 
was the Sorcerer Supreme‟s duty to keep things from getting 
out of hand. Let sleeping gods sleep. He felt the starlight 
filtering down to the massive thing below him, and instead of 
touching it or rousing it, he wove a shield that siphoned the 
energy off, that pulled it away into the geomantic grid. He 
prepared his most subtle spell to send down at the vast 
shape; it shifted and blurred, and a massive stubby wing rose 
into the interminable depths. A vast bulk stirred. 

 As Strange wove a net of slumber around the thing that 
now twitched, deflecting the energy that fed it, he desperately 
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hoped that someone was doing something to make Smythe 
give up his hold on the warping of constellations… 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 Illyana scrambled out of the side passage that led up to 
the surface of the ziggurat. Her chest was burning, a stitch 
was printed in her side, she was filthy head to toe, she was 
exhausted. “Okay,” she panted, “never go without 
teleportation again.” She hauled her sword up, and looked to 
the top of the ziggurat. Because if Smythe wasn‟t there, she 
had no idea how to find him. 

 Sure enough, he peered down at her. She saw him 
silhouetted in the burning blaze of starlight, the 
constellations dragged to a rare configuration. 

 “At least the shoggoth stopped the other one,” he 
mused. He peered at Illyana. “You‟re dead,” he said simply, 
his voice cold. Then he was flanked the hoary silhouettes of a 
pair of cthuga. “Kill her,” he ordered, and they bounded to 
comply. 

Illyana absently noted Smythe twitching. He 
channeled the node‟s energy into the sky, folding the light 
streaming through the atmosphere and bending the 
perceived shape of space over the Pacific ocean. He held the 
constellations in place to wake whatever he was waking. And 
that took a lot of power and concentration. 

 “Watoombis,” she snarled, and a thick dark wind rushed 
across one cthuga and sent it on a battering tumble at the 
stairs. It righted itself with its adhesive feet as Illyana ducked 
and slashed, cutting the other. “Cttrokite,” she shouted, 
gesturing at her enemy. Bands of crimson force flared around 
the cthuga, and it snarled with a deep wheeze as it struggled 
against the magic barrier. 

 “Faltiana,” she called out as she spun on a hoof and 
flung a gesture at the slinking cthuga; flame swept across it, 
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and it screamed. She turned to the other as its massive 
strength shattered the binding, and she sprang out of the 
way. 

 Her amulet flared to life and drove a brilliant blast of 
power into it; as the monster hesitated, Illyana leaped 
forward and chopped at its neck. Her sword lashed deep into 
hide and flesh, and shocked to a halt against bone. She 
dragged it free, tumbling back as the tail whipped through 
where she had been standing. 

 She rolled to the side and then leaned back against the 
ziggurat. She pulled her cloak over her head and blended in. 
Uncertain, the cthuga swiveled its massy bone head side to 
side, then tested the air with its forked tongue. 

 In the last moment of tongue flicking, Illyana drove 
forward with the sword, lashing deep into the monster‟s maw 
and brain. She left the sword as the mandibles clacked 
around it, then she turned and faced the still-smoking cthuga 
that remained. 

 Three blasts of mystic power fired into it from her 
amulet, and with a squeal it bounded into the jungle. Illyana 
wasted no time; she sprang up the stairs towards the top 
platform, still breathless. 

 “Startling,” Smythe noted uncomfortably, “but 
impressive.” 

 “You could have stopped each of those spells,” Illyana 
replied, “if you weren‟t holding the sky together.” 

 “Too true,” he replied with a pained smile. “It‟s like 
Newtonian origami up there.” 

 “You said Strange killed you once,” Illyana stalled, 
groping for breath, considering calling her sword from the 
cthuga‟s death throes. “How did you survive?” 

 “I was dead, and my teacher saved me,” Smythe said. 
“You make me glad I have another cthuga potion, one to 
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feed to your friend Valeria. If she survives the shoggoth, 
she‟ll make a fine cthuga.” 

 Illyana straightened. “If Strange killed you, then he 
won‟t mind if I do it again. Let‟s get started.” 

 “Even a fraction of my power is enough to deal with an 
apprentice like you—” Smythe began, then a bolt of mystic 
energy slapped into his hasty shield, and he staggered back. 

 “Less talk,” Illyana said frostily, “more fight.” She drove 
a two-fisted attack into him, the amulet core supplemented 
by streaks of the Flames of Faltine. Shrugging the fire off, 
ducking under the brunt of the blast, Smythe retreated. He 
gestured, and paving stones from the steps flung themselves 
up at Illyana. She neatly spun around and under them, and 
she rushed the distracted wizard. 

 A blaring flash of chaotic perspective swarmed her, and 
she staggered back with a small cry. Unable to tell the 
difference between the space between her hoof and the 
ground, and her eyelash and the moon, she stumbled 
helpless, battling to regain her sense of dimension. Gutteral, 
harsh cthonian chanting curled and twisted in the air, then 
reality tore open. She felt the hot meaty flash of 
otherdimensional tentacles reaching for her. They snatched 
her, and she screamed as she felt herself dragged away from 
Prime. 

 Her armor flared and the tentacles sizzled; she twisted 
free and dropped, silent, swirling her cloak over her. The rift 
closed with a small, disappointed whine. Smythe chuckled 
unsteadily. 

 “She was precocious,” he murmured. “better make sure 
Strange is dealt with. He won‟t take her disappearance well.” 
He rubbed his mouth uncertainly. 

 Having regained her sense of perspective, safely 
grounded on Prime, Illyana stole around to the other side of 
the platform at the top of the ziggurat. Then she rose to her 
full height still cloaked. Gathering her mind, she focused on 
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the stone tablet over the ziggurat‟s well as Smythe raised a 
wine glass to his mouth with a trembling hand. 

 She snarled a word of power, and the stone cap 
shattered, part of it falling down the hole. Smythe whirled, 
startled, and Illyana blasted him at close range. He reeled, 
then she snarled flame across the back of his legs, and 
shoved at him with dark and heavy winds, her incantations 
snarling into one another as she braced herself and gestured. 
Crimson energies broke upon his wards, his defenses 
scattered her flame, he bent under her dark winds. Then she 
invoked Agamotto, and flared into him with shocking force. 
Truth slammed him, and as he reeled with his defenses in 
shambles, she closed in and snatched his sleeve. 

 Illyana punched him across the face as hard as she could 
with her armored fist. She was gratified to hear the crunch of 
folding cartilage in his nose. He jerked her to the side, and 
both of them tumbled into the yawning night of the shaft 
down the temple‟s center. 

 Darkness whistled past Illyana as she gritted her teeth 
and slung punch after punch into the cackling wizard. Below, 
something squelched like the gurgling end of an excessive 
belch. She struggled for a stepping disk; no. Reality was too 
twisted. She shoved at Smythe, and he smacked off the side 
of the shaft; he stopped laughing then. 

 She saw the dim glow of green luminescence below. 

 Above, the stars began to untwist; at least her battle had 
not been in vain. 

* 

 Valeria‟s arms seemed leaden, she fought through wet 
concrete, she was attacked and pressed and battered and 
tugged all at once from all sides. Even her mighty resistance 
faltered as she shoved and battled with no clear effect against 
in inexorable wall of deadliness. Her eyes bled freely from 
the needle teeth that had thrust into them for what felt like 
forever. Her movements grew feeble, the shoggoth swelled 
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around her for the killing crush. She knew that she had 
distracted it as long as she dared; if she was going to escape, 
it had to be now. 

 A massive splat trembled through the shoggoth as 
something fell on it from above. Valeria saw Illyana plunged 
deep into the mass, not far from where she struggled. The 
sorceress was unconscious, weirdly green-lit in the luminous 
shoggoth. The other figure was the wizard, Smythe, twisting 
and fighting to escape. His head was crushed like a grape by 
the flexing shoggoth, but Valeria drove through it and 
snatched Illyana, then focused the last of her strength in a 
mighty push to be free. 

 Bursting out of the shoggoth‟s vile mass, she felt 
Illyana‟s arm break as she dragged her clear. She whirled 
drunkenly up towards the pinhole of sky far above, as the 
shoggoth heaved and buckled like a subway train below, 
rising with obscene speed to catch her. 

 She burst free into the starlight, and the shoggoth 
flinched back from it. Valeria swooped Illyana to the beach, 
some distance from the ship, and then she dropped to the 
sands and fell to her knees, laying Illyana down. 

 “Wake up,” she murmured, her whole body aching and 
trickling blood from pores. She realized she must look a 
mess, but she didn‟t care. “Illyana. Wake up.” 

 The demon sorceress stirred; one horn was broken off, 
her leg hung at a bad angle, and her arm was broken. She 
coughed, blood flecking her lips. “I live?” she managed. 

 “You live,” Valeria confirmed. “Good work.” 

 She smiled, and leaned back. Valeria was glad for her 
heightened senses, that could detect Illyana‟s heartbeat faintly 
thudding on in spite of extensive injury. 

 “Follow the line,” Illyana whispered. “Strange is in the 
sea.” 
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 Valeria nodded, rising to her full height. Her body 
screamed with exhaustion and trauma, but she ignored it. She 
darted into the sky once more, closing in on the ziggurat, the 
line corridor, the node chamber, and the dark path Strange 
had followed into the heart of the ocean. 

* 

 One massive eye blared insane cosmic energy into the 
depths of the sea, several impossibly vast tentacles lifted 
from the murk and gestured lazily in unconscious signs of 
great power. Strange drained off the starlight, felt himself 
filled beyond bursting with geomantic energies, twisting sleep 
into the insane, incomprehensible force that heaved its 
mountainous bulk in the sludge below, twisting as a living 
topographical feature, an alien in every sense of the word. 

 Then the stars began to shift. Strange gasped relief; “Can 
only live,” he found himself mouthing, “when the stars are 
right.” 

 The light swelled through him, beyond him; too much 
energy. Thick swarms of earth spirits were dragged with the 
energy, they swirled around him like moths around flame. 
Too much. And he lost himself. He almost felt a touch, but it 
was too late to know what it was. 

* 

 Gentle rain rattled down in the canopy, striking leaves 
and branches then running down to fall on other leaves and 
branches, until it sifted down at the lowest levels. Valeria lay 
back against the bole of a tree, sleeping. Illyana lay at her 
side, and Strange was sprawled beneath a fern. 

 Strange stirred, then managed to blink. He pressed his 
palms against his eyes. 

 “Valeria?” he slurred. She roused, shook her head 
slightly. 

“Must have drifted off,” she said thickly. 
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 “What about the shoggoth?” he asked. “Smythe. The 
cthuga.” 

 “Don‟t know about the cthuga, the shoggoth is probably 
okay, but Smythe was squished,” Valeria replied slowly. 

 “It won‟t go into salt water, but the shoggoth is going to 
come looking for us in the jungle,” Strange said grimly. The 
thought propelled him to his feet, and he knelt by Illyana. 
Touching at her wounds, he whispered to her. Then she 
groaned. 

 “Nother five min,” she managed. 

 “Limbo,” he whispered. “Go home, and all this will go 
away.” 

 She focused, then a stepping disk swept the three of 
them off Prime. 

 A moment later, they were on the stone of the throne 
room in Limbo. Illyana perked up at once, dragging herself 
to her hooves and stumbling to her throne. She gestured at 
her scrying pool, and it homed in on a dead cthuga. A 
stepping disk flared, and she reclaimed her sword and 
rammed it in the stone of the dais. 

 Shifting to her human form, she leaned back and sighed. 
“Ow.” 

 “Yes,” Valeria agreed. 

 “And then some,” Strange sighed, sitting down. “Good 
work.” 

 “Is that it?” Illyana asked in a small voice. “Did we 
win?” 

 “Yes, we won,” Strange nodded. “Any time one of the 
Great Old Ones so much as twitches, it‟s hard on the web of 
light. A lot of bindings were strained or broken by the energy 
I had to channel. Things that slept woke. Things that were 
bound were freed. Balances disrupted. We‟ve got a busy few 
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months ahead of us. Some problems will be immediate and 
obvious. The ones that worry me are more subtle.” 

 “Mordred?” Illyana asked, concerned. 

 “He‟s secure,” Strange nodded. “It will take a while to 
see what damage was done.” He took a deep, shaky breath. 
“Thank you for rescuing me, Valeria. That fight was nearly 
worth my life. And Illyana. Good work with Smythe.” 

 “Thanks,” she said. “Did you figure out what breached 
the ship?” 

 “Maybe a cthuga,” Strange shrugged. “Maybe one of 
Smythe‟s men with a bomb. Impossible to say without 
investigating.” 

 “I‟ll find out,” Illyana nodded. She hesitated. “Why did 
you go do battle with the thing in the sea? I mean, once 
Smythe let go of the sky, then it had to go back to sleep 
anyway, right?” 

 Strange took a deep breath, keeping a firm grip on his 
patience. “If Smythe had felt me coming, he would have 
slipped away. He has ways of stepping through Prime‟s 
fences that are difficult to counter. By the time I stopped 
him, the thing that slept beneath the sea would have had all 
the time it needed to rouse. Even if it then went back to 
sleep, untold damage would tear through the energy web of 
Prime. I didn‟t fight it, I drained off the energy that was 
waking it up.” 

He paused. “Smythe wasn‟t afraid of you. So he let 
you catch up.” Strange shrugged. “I have more faith in your 
wits and violence than he did. I knew, given a chance, you 
could take him on. And his bodyguards.” 

 “Which is why you wanted Illyana to fight the cthuga,” 
Valeria added shrewdly. “A test.” 

 “In part,” Strange murmured. “Wizards must be 
economical in their decisions. Every action must serve more 
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than one purpose. Even explaining the nuances of decision 
making to assistants.” He smiled wearily. 

 “At least you don‟t call it pestering,” Illyana murmured, 
subdued. She looked at Strange sideways. “I hate to bring it 
up,” she said simply. 

 Strange sat down. “Seems we‟re on a roll,” he 
murmured, his voice just above a whisper as the strain 
showed through his paper-white skin. 

 “Smythe said you killed him.” 

 Strange glanced away. “Shortly after I came. It wasn‟t an 
assassination. But he wouldn‟t submit, and he has enough 
power to force the issue.” 

 “Smythe also said his teacher brought him back from 
the dead,” Illyana added, her voice soft. Strange looked at 
her, but said nothing. “Who was his teacher?” Illyana 
pressed, her eyes bright. 

 He considered his answer. “It doesn‟t matter,” he said 
finally. 

 “Does to me,” retorted Illyana. 

 “When you‟ve recovered, get those sailors to L.A. I will 
cloud their memories. And we need to get them out of there 
before the cthuga or shoggoth gets them,” Strange said. 

 Valeria cleared her throat. “That‟s fine, but I think you 
need to answer Illyana‟s question. Ignorance is deadly to us,” 
she pointed out. 

 Strange looked back and forth between them. “Smythe 
was taught personally by Rasputin. He apprenticed with him 
in 1882. Rasputin brought him back from the dead.” He 
paused. “You don‟t honestly think we‟ve seen the last of 
Smythe, do you?” he asked mirthlessly. 

 Silence. 

 “Better?” Strange asked quietly. 
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 “Yes,” Illyana replied dully. “I‟m going to have to find 
him. Deal with him. Rasputin and Smythe.” 

 “Not today,” Strange replied. 

 “I need to go back to Prime,” Valeria said. Illyana 
gestured, and a disk carried her away. 

 Strange watched the empty space where Valeria had 
been, too tired to even feel emotion. 

 “We need a copy of the Necronomicon,” Illyana said 
distantly. 

 Strange managed a chuckle. 

 

 Valeria drifted up into the night sky. Past the power 
lines. Past the concrete towers. Through the smog. The 
clouds. 

 She flew higher than weather could reach, and she gazed 
into the deep, endless darkness. The stars burned coldly, 
giving her no answers. 

 She shivered. 
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Awash in Light 
 

April 20 

 Frozen wind whipped across the buckled ice. A brilliant, 
eerie tide of light shifted and glittered in the sky, 
superimposed over the inky void of space. The darkness 
pressed tight against the thin atmosphere of the deep winter 
night.  
 A lone figure darted across the sky. Angling down, the 
unprotected woman landed easily on an outcropping, 
surrounded by the grumble and crack of the shifting ice pack. 
She wore a simple black bodysuit, and her golden hair was 
pulled up away from her smoothly beautiful face. The cold 
could not touch her, the wind could not move her.  
 Her eyes shifted as she looked around, then she nodded 
to herself. Hopping up, she once again took flight and drifted 
over the tortured ice-scape. As she looked down, she saw the 
unmistakable meteor crater that left black streaks and pocks 
in the snow all around. Glaring at the scorch in the middle, 
the hovering woman felt a curl of nausea twitch in her belly.  
 Beside the crater, not far away, she saw the glow of 
artificial light. Her jaw tightened, her eyes narrowed, and she 
took in the scene far below.  

* 

 “You get those readings?” the thin man asked, shivering 
as he huddled into his parka in the relative warmth of the 
survival shelter.  
 “I think so,” the other man grunted, slapping the side of 
the box he held. “And the core sample. We can dig the 
meteor rock out tomorrow.”  
 “I‟ll be glad to head home,” the thin man grumbled. 
“You hear the wind tonight?”  
 “I hear it,” the other man sighed. “Look, you didn‟t do 
this much bellyaching when we took the contract. Go to 
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these coordinates. Dig out the rock. Take them back to 
Iceland. We‟re almost done.”  
 “Almost,” the thin man grumped. Then he hesitated. 
“You hear that?”  
 The low grunt and crack of shifting ice was suddenly 
accented by rapid crackling pops. The two men ran out of 
their tent in time to see a mountain of ice crush down on top 
of the meteor site. Wordless, they stared.  
 “Good thing we didn‟t camp closer,” the big man said, 
his voice soft with wonder.  
 “What could do that?” the thin man whined. He 
stamped his foot. “What could do that?!”  
 “I don‟t want to return empty-handed,” the thick man 
mused, shivering in the wind.  
 “Then stay here. I‟ve had enough,” the thin man 
retorted. He headed back towards the ski-mobiles and the 
tent. “Few hours sleep, we go.”  
 “Wow,” the big man breathed, looking at the crushed 
mound. “There is no way Mr. Richards can get the rock out 
of that mess…”  
 He did not see the ghostly figure flitting away through 
the sky, mission accomplished.  

* 

 “Valeria! Glad you could make it. Where have you been?” 
the pert blonde asked as she pivoted, a heavy plate of pasta 
in each hand. “I was beginning to think you had a fabulous 
whirlwind romance and eloped to Vegas with the man of 
your dreams.” She grinned, placing a plate in front of the 
strawberry blonde woman in the black bodysuit.  
 “More like an Alaskan cruise,” Valeria replied wryly. 
“This smells great, Illyana.”  
 “You building a treehouse over the north pole?” Illyana 
asked mischievously as she settled down at the table with her 
own plate.  
 “Don‟t be absurd,” Valeria murmured absently. “Just 
keeping an eye on the planet, that‟s all. Meteor fell to earth.” 
She shook her head. “I can‟t figure out where all this 
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Kryptonite is coming from. I mean, the planet Krypton is 
light years away. Do you have any idea what the odds are of 
even a single chunk making it this far?”  
 Illyana hesitated. Then she nodded. “Pretty unlikely,” 
she agreed.  
 Valeria regarded her narrowly. “You know something,” 
she said. “Out with it.”  
 “Um,” Illyana said uncomfortably, “this is really weird. I 
feel like Strange. You know how we always badger him about 
not telling us everything that‟s going on?”  
 “Yes,” Valeria nodded. “So?”  
 “Well,” Illyana said, shifting, “I want you to get the idea 
that everything I say is gospel. So I don‟t want to spout off 
and be wrong. And I don‟t want to go into lengthy 
explanations. But I have some ideas. And if I‟m wrong you‟ll 
blame me later.”  
 Valeria sighed, rubbing at her eyes. “Wizards.”  
 “What you call Kryptonite, Strange calls warpstone,” 
Illyana said slowly. “It‟s like raw, untamed magic. It‟s a 
chaotic substance that kind of unlocks Prime‟s rules and 
cheats. It makes ordinary creatures mutate. I have no idea 
why you‟re so susceptible to it.”  
 She glanced at Valeria. “So if your planet really did have 
a warpstone core,” Illyana continued, “maybe it could 
teleport. Maybe it could follow weird lines of energy across 
the universe. Maybe it could affect the people who lived 
there. In all kinds of ways. Maybe they came up with 
overcompensation of order to restrain the mutation that 
would otherwise run rampant. I mean, it would be tough on 
a society to be brimming with mutants out of nowhere, 
right?” She tried to smile.  
 “Where are you going with this?” Valeria asked.  
 Illyana sighed. “I don‟t know. I really don‟t. But every 
time I bang my head against a problem like this, by the time 
I‟ve figured it out, it turns out Strange knew all along.” She 
shrugged at her little joke. Valeria scowled. 
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 “You‟re right,” she said. “You know, I bet he has 
figured out a lot more about me, about where I come from, 
than he‟s letting on. Maybe it‟s time I asked him.” She rose 
and left, leaving her plate practically untouched. 

 Illyana leaned forward on her elbows and looked down 
into her pasta. “That‟s not exactly what I had in mind,” she 
muttered. “Sorry, Strange.” 

* 

 The thin, dark man was stirring a steaming pot on the 
stove as Valeria let herself in. She stood in the doorway to 
the kitchen for a moment, undecided. 

 “Come on in,” the thin man said without turning. “I‟m 
just checking on the chili. I figure it‟ll be lunch all week, 
maybe next week too. If you want some, you‟re welcome to 
it. I‟m afraid I‟ll get tired of chili long before this batch is 
eaten.” He faced her, smiling to himself, and he sat at the 
kitchen table. 

 She joined him. “Thanks for the offer, Strange. I wanted 
to talk to you about how I got here. To Prime. How did you 
find me?” she asked bluntly. 

 Strange leaned back with a wry smile. “Enitharmon the 
Weaver is a good ally of mine. He has strands that touch on 
the cables of cosmic energy that hold the universe together 
and interlace with dark matter, leap from sun to sun, and 
connect dimensions of reality. You were loose in the Bleed, 
the space between entire probabilities. You happened to 
brush against one of his strands, and he reeled you in. 
Having no use for you himself, he checked to see if Prime 
could use another defender.” 

 Strange sipped at a glass of ice water, condensation 
glittering on its sides. “He delivered you in a cocoon that 
acclimatized and healed you after your near-dissolution. The 
cocoon evaporated strand by strand, and when it melted 
away, you woke up. He suspected you‟d be significantly 
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weaker than you were in your home probability. But you 
survived.” 

 “Why didn‟t you ever tell me that before?” Valeria 
inquired.  

 “You never asked,” Strange shrugged, eyes darkening 
slightly. “Does it change anything, now that you know?” 

 “Well, in a way, yes,” Valeria responded. A troubled 
shadow crossed her features. “I have this feeling that there is 
a lot you know, about me, that you aren‟t telling me.” 

 “That‟s true,” Strange nodded. 

 “But why?” Valeria demanded. “Why not tell me 
everything that you know? So we can both be on the same 
page? Do you feel superior because you have your secrets? I 
mean, come on, Strange! We‟re partners, I work with you to 
save the world. The least you could do in return is help me 
avoid any nasty surprises by telling me everything you know 
about me.” 

 “And there is that paltry matter of me paying you a 
million dollars a year for your help,” Strange added mildly. 
“We are allies, that‟s true. But that doesn‟t mean I should do 
your homework for you.” 

 “Do my—now see here,” she said, color rising in her 
cheeks. “You could at least tell me about Krypton. If it exists 
in this dimension.” She scowled. “And if it does, I‟ll want to 
know why you didn‟t take me to my home.” 

 “Home?” Strange retorted, eyebrows rising sharply. He 
stood, turning his back on her, and he stirred the chili. 
“Krypton was destroyed in this dimension too. It wasn‟t 
easy, but I found where it had been in the sky. A monument 
was left at the edge of the solar system. For those who might 
come and look at some point.” 

 Valeria stared at him. “A monument?” she said weakly. 
“To Krypton?” Her jaw tightened. “I would like very much 
to see it. In fact, I should have seen it three years ago.” 
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 “Then why didn‟t you?” he asked, his lips tight as he 
turned from his chili and let his stare land directly on her. 

 “I didn‟t know about it!” she retorted. “I had to badger 
you to even find out it existed. Are you trying to tell me that 
the only way you‟ll be cooperative is if I turn you upside 
down and shake you, to see what other useful tidbits might 
fall out?” 

 Strange‟s eyes narrowed. “Now you listen to me. I earn 
my knowledge. I went out and found it myself, and it is my 
discretion what I do with it. Furthermore, my task and my 
purpose in life is to protect Prime, not to pamper spoiled 
children who think everything should be handed to them. 
You seem to think that because I brought you to Prime and 
gave you a home, I owe you a happy life. I‟m weary to death 
of you deciding that everything that goes wrong in your life is 
my fault, because I brought you here. You never made an 
effort to figure out your past before, but years later it‟s my 
fault for not laying it out before you. I‟ve tried,” Strange 
continued, his voice hard and rapid, “to help you find a place 
in this world. I‟ve given you the best advice I can. But you 
just spit it back in my face,” he snapped. “Now you want 
more?” 
 Valeria sat leaned back in her chair, eyes wide, startled. 
Strange scowled. 

 “If I‟m so unfair,” he pressed on ruthlessly, “if I‟m so 
difficult to work with, maybe it‟s time you found something 
else to do with your life. I‟m done listening to your shrill 
demands. You want to know anything else, you go ask 
Illyana. I don‟t want hear from you again until you‟re ready to 
apologize to me.” He turned the burner under the chili off. 
“You can find your own way out,” he said distinctly, and he 
turned and left the room. 

 Valeria sat stunned.  
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 Standing in his dim, musty Sanctum Sanctorum, Strange 
felt the door slam downstairs. He stood in the center of the 
room, by a reading table. His hand touched it, and he gazed 
out the skylight at the stars. 

 So fragile, this world. He felt the wood grain beneath his 
fingers. So precious. He let out a deep breath, and his eyes 
slid closed. 

* 

 A disk of pale, dark flame flared in the living room, and 
a shapely young woman stepped onto the carpet out of thin 
air. She carried two bags of groceries to the kitchen, setting 
them on the counter. Then she started unloading them and 
putting the groceries away. 

 “Hello, Illyana,” Valeria said quietly from the doorway. 
“I‟ve been waiting for you.” 

 “What can I do you for?” Illyana quipped, opening the 
refrigerator and shuffling food into it. 

 “You can explain your teacher to me,” Valeria replied, 
an edge to her voice. “He went off on me when I asked 
about Krypton.” 

 “Really?” Illyana blinked, startled. “Strange?” 

 Valeria nodded. “He went so far as to call me spoiled 
and lazy, and he said maybe I should look for work 
elsewhere.” 

 “Strange said that?” Illyana echoed, trying to grasp the 
idea. 

 “And he told me not to talk to him until I was ready to 
apologize. Me! After that performance, he wants me to 
apologize! In the meantime, he told me to ask you my 
questions.” 

 “I can‟t quite picture Strange saying those things,” 
Illyana said slowly. “I‟ll go talk to him.” She paused. 
“Tomorrow.” 
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 Valeria leaned against the door frame. “Doom never 
taught me astronomy,” she said quietly. “I never did learn 
much about the stars.” 

 “Me either,” Illyana shrugged. “Then again, my business 
has always been with Prime.” She hesitated. “I always figured 
Strange would teach me about the stars when the time was 
right.” 

 “Maybe by then it will be too late, and the end of the 
world will catch you unprepared,” Valeria scowled. “He is 
arrogant, tying things to his own timetables. Real life doesn‟t 
work that way.”  

 She turned and stalked back towards her room. Illyana 
briefly wondered if Valeria felt the irony of that statement at 
all… 

 

April 21 

 Morning sun slanted through the bank of windows in 
the executive floor of the Planetary office suite. Illyana, 
dressed professionally in an attractive blouse and skirt, smiled 
at the receptionist. 

 “Morning, Dani. Is the boss in?” 

 “Sure is,” the slender teen nodded. “Go on in.” She 
returned Illyana‟s smile. 

 Illyana leaned the door open, knocking. “Morning!” she 
said with a smile. 

 Strange looked up from the paper he held, and he 
nodded at Illyana. “We need to talk?” 

 “Fraid so,” Illyana winced. 

 Strange turned to his assistant. “That‟ll do, Ms. Bowen. 
I‟ll call you in when we‟re finished.” Ms. Bowen nodded, and 
Illyana stood aside to let her out. Then she closed the door. 
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 Strange leaned back in his chair, steepling his fingers and 
waiting. 

 “Valeria was pretty freaked out last night,” Illyana began. 
“She said you two had a falling out.” 

 “We did,” Strange nodded coolly. “Do you plan to help 
her?” 

 “As much as I can,” Illyana nodded. “Wow. You are the 
most levelheaded person I know. I just never would have 
expected this.” 

 Strange regarded his apprentice. “She‟s been second 
guessing me since we met. She simultaneously believes she‟s 
superior, and that others owe her their assistance. And when 
things go wrong, it never seems to be her fault. Her 
usefulness is impossible to deny,” he continued, “but before 
we can continue to work together, she needs a better 
understanding of how she fits into this organization.” 

 “Damn,” Illyana blinked. “This is kind of surreal.” 

 “This isn‟t just about Valeria,” Strange added. He looked 
Illyana in the eye. “It has more to do with you than it does 
her.” 

 “Okay, I just got here,” Illyana said, taking a step back, 
feeling strangely ambushed. “What does this have to do with 
me?” 

 Strange paused. “At any moment, something 
catastrophic could happen and I could be incapacitated or 
destroyed.” That hung between them for a moment. “If that 
should happen, you‟ll be the one to either assume the mantle 
of Sorcerer Supreme, or train up my successor. One of the 
most difficult parts of being the Sorcerer Supreme is making 
choices between what you want and the safety of Prime. I 
will warn you that what Valeria is proposing is dangerous to 
some degree. I also tell you that I have not ascertained the 
extent of the threat. But what she wants is not simple.” He 
took a deep breath, let it out. “Take us to the Sanctum.” 
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CHAPTER TWO 

 A minute later, they stood in the Sanctum Sanctorum. 
Strange regarded a peculiar rounded cylinder in its own 
arcanely engraved stand. He glanced over at Illyana, then he 
gestured at the stand, and the cylinder showed a crack 
around its middle. Then the top lifted, floating up towards 
the ceiling, revealing a crystal replica of the earth. Its soft 
glow illuminated the whole room. 

 “Observe,” Strange said quietly. The image shivered, and 
then Illyana saw the pulsing heart of the planet, and the whip 
thin traces of the web of light; ley lines, spinning and 
whirling around the Earth, forming its defense and its life 
force. Tears welled up in her eyes. 

 “It‟s beautiful,” she said simply. 

 Strange nodded. “The world could be destroyed if this 
image fell in the wrong hands,” he added. Then he bent his 
attention to the task. “Come closer,” he said, “and see what I 
now do.” 

 He gestured, and the scale of the image changed in a 
way Illyana could not immediately understand. She saw a ley 
line singled out, then they fired through it, down and out the 
side of the earth at an angle. For a breathless moment she 
felt the twitch as they popped clear of the ley line and angled 
to slip into one of the star paths that twirled into the 
incalculable emptiness of space. 

 Her mind utterly failed to grasp the scale as Strange 
shifted navigation from ley lines to the galactic arteries that 
held the cluster of stars together in a writhing sea of energy 
and emptiness. She brushed an understanding she could not 
grasp, and she was unable to breathe as blood trickled from 
her tear ducts. 
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 I know the route, Strange whispered through her mind as 
they fired out between the stars. It was not easy to learn. This is 
the way. The way to Krypton. 

 Her heart was slamming in her chest as he seared the 
arcane landmarks of the galaxy into her heart and mind, and 
she felt herself changed as she was still helpless, breathless. 

 As a swooning tide of darkness lapped around the edges 
of her mind, they slowed, and she saw a star, and the planets 
around it, and she glimpsed an asteroid— 

 Then back, back, along the path Strange had followed. 
She slammed back into her body with enough force to lift 
her and send her flying off her feet. Strange gestured, and his 
bright red coat flung itself off the coat rack and intercepted 
her, gentling her to the floor. 

 Blood flowed down Illyana‟s face freely, she drew 
endlessly deep shuddering breath as she fought against the 
insanity that clamored in her mind; she saw the room in a 
whole different light. How the space and dancing energy that 
filled all matter was strangely identical to stars and the 
endless emptiness of space. She trembled with the force of 
revelation. 

 Strange smiled quietly to himself. “Your scry works 
along a similar principle as what I just showed you,” he said. 
“I suspect you will be adept at following the star paths.” 

 She just stared, unseeing, mind reeling with energy and 
how it sometimes chose to be matter, and how distance was 
an illusion created by perception. 

 He settled on his throne, regarding her. “You know how 
to travel between dimensions already. You even opened a 
portal to a dimension besides Prime once, when your astral 
form came to find me lost in a pocket dimension. What I just 
showed you…” he paused. “What do you think I showed 
you?” 
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 “You just opened the galaxy beyond Earth,” she 
whispered, blinking and pushing fresh blood from her 
crimson eyes. 

 He stood, turning to gaze up through the skylight. 
“Finding Krypton wasn‟t easy,” he admitted. “It took me 
almost two months of intensive effort. I searched while 
Valeria healed. In case she ever wanted to know where she 
came from. That‟s how I knew the route to show it to you. If 
you use the landmarks I gave you, your scry can be trained 
beyond Prime, to follow the paths of the stars and discover 
new worlds, far beyond. Far, far beyond indeed,” he 
murmured to himself, his thoughts elsewhere. 

 “This gets back to Enitharmon, doesn‟t it,” Illyana 
breathed, wiping at her bloody face. 

 He smiled. “Indeed,” he agreed. “Enitharmon maintains 
the star paths, just as I maintain the ley lines. Some wizards 
look after nodes here on Prime, and they regard me much as 
I regard Enitharmon. If I am the defender of Prime, he is the 
defender of the galaxy.” 

 “Really,” she murmured, awed. “So… where does he 
live? Will you show me the path to him someday?” 

 “When you are ready, I‟ll take you to Oa myself,” he 
nodded solemnly. “In the meantime, you have some thinking 
to do. Pretend I‟m not in the picture. You just unraveled a 
puzzle. You have glimpsed Krypton‟s monument. What do 
you do?” 

 Illyana rose to her feet, somewhat unsteadily. “What do 
I do,” she echoed. “I don’t rush off and tell Valeria. There‟s 
just too much I don‟t know. I guess I‟ll have a look myself 
before exposing Prime to unknown risks.” 

 “You are already guilty of my sin,” Strange said mildly. 
He looked her over. “I‟m not going to teach you how to 
travel the star paths,” he added. “You aren‟t ready.” 
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 She nodded. “That‟s fine,” she said. “You choose your 
time.” She looked him in the eye. “I trust you, magista,” she 
added. 

 A ghost of a smile drifted behind his features. “Alright 
then,” he said. “I think you have some scrying to do.” 

 “I think I need to sleep for twelve hours first,” she 
replied, suddenly bone weary as her shocked mind began to 
normalize. “What a rush.” 

 “Can you travel?” he asked. 

 She just chuckled, and a stepping disk flared up around 
her. She was gone. Strange turned to his bookstand, touching 
the cover of an ancient tome. He opened it, and looked at 
the page, but he didn‟t see a thing… 

 

April 22 

 Her hair was tousled, and it was a sunny morning. Bright 
light lay in curves and planes on the textures of the throne 
room, and the flowers and shrubs soaked up the peculiar 
unreal light. Illyana crouched on the stone, her legs recurved 
into goat legs and horns twisting up from her forehead. She 
peered down into a pool, half of her body encased in ornate 
mystic armor. Her eyes were red with energy, not blood, and 
her teeth were sharp. 

 “Let‟s see,” she murmured. She found a ley line with the 
scry, traced it down, snatched at an intersection, and let her 
senses be fired off the planet. She felt a twitch in her mind, 
and she realized she had an instinct for this work. Passing 
through the defenses of Prime, she caught the star path, and 
her mind squeezed with pain and stress as she followed the 
giddy trail through nothingness and energy over incalculable 
distance, veering as she hit a landmark. 
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 The sun was bloody in the sky, setting and throwing 
long black shadows when she finally settled her wobbling 
view on the asteroid. Even after twelve hours of sleep, she 
was ready for another twelve as the strain of trailblazing 
worried energy from the marrow of her bones. 

 She blinked, focusing on the asteroid. A peculiar band of 
energy formed a bubble around the chunk of rock, and she 
saw a temple embedded in the „top.‟ Zooming closer, she 
examined the alien setting. 

 She opened a stepping disk, a small one. A peculiar 
atmosphere, chill and alien, puffed up into Limbo‟s air, and 
she closed the disk.  

 “I could survive there,” she nodded to herself. She saw a 
temple that had been made of stone, and broken by some 
tremendous force. A deep alcove was freestanding, and the 
inside was patterned by close, artistic alien script. Seated on a 
dais that had once held a statue, a dead man was rigid and 
cross-legged. She did not study him closely. 

 “Curious,” she murmured, but she wavered on her last 
reserve of energy. Gesturing, she blazed a mystic symbol on 
the stone of a pillar. She cast through the scry, marking the 
location. So when next she wished to scry there, she could 
simply jump to her rune of memory instead of following the 
star paths for hours. Letting the pool go dark, she rolled back 
and lay prone, staring up at the darkening sky, twitching with 
exhaustion and strain. 

 She drowsed for hours, then rose and found her bed and 
slept. 

 

April 23 

 Waking, she rolled over as the brilliant ball of light rose 
to cast its light into her roofless room. She gestured, 
annoyed, and the brilliant sky light scooted apologetically 
back under the horizon for a few more hours. 
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 Eventually, Illyana rose and ran her fingers through her 
tangled hair. She gestured, and she was clean and tidy and 
groomed impeccably; such small tricks were her birthright in 
the dimension where she was Sorceress Supreme. Rested, she 
smiled to herself as she pictured Strange‟s kitchen, and 
stepped between dimensions to enter it. 

 Strange glanced up from his sizzling skillet as omelets 
cooked through. “Good morning. I hope yesterday was 
helpful for you.” 

 “It was,” she said thoughtfully. “I found my own way to 
Krypton‟s space.” 

 “Already?” he blinked. He smiled to himself. “That‟s 
excellent work, Illyana.” 

 “Thank you,” she nodded. “It stinks of a trap,” she 
added bluntly. 

 “Yes,” he agreed. “Yes it does.” 

 “What do I do now?” she asked. “I mean, I can go and 
look around, but…” she shrugged. “Maybe it‟s a trap for 
Valeria. If it is, then what? I don‟t know how to get at this 
without being stupid about it.” 

 “I strive for balance,” Strange shrugged. “When faced 
with a tricky spot like you‟re in, I look for ways to balance 
risk and reward.” He smiled to himself. “Does Valeria have 
anything you want? How can you turn this to your 
advantage?” 

 “That whole „nice guy‟ thing is just an act, isn‟t it,” 
Illyana half teased as she eyed him. 

 “No,” he murmured. “But sometimes I have to make 
decisions that pain me. And there‟s nothing but assumption 
that says nice guys can‟t be shrewd dealers.” He smiled 
warmly, with only a trace of regret. 
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 Illyana, now looking fully human and unarmored again, 
nodded. “Right. I think I need to talk to Valeria.” 

 “Good luck,” Strange replied. He shrugged, as though to 
settle a weight. “You‟re on your own here, Illyana. Be 
careful.” 

 

 A stepping disk flared Illyana away from Strange‟s 
kitchen, into the apartment she shared with Valeria. Valeria 
was on her feet at once. 

 “What did you discover?” she demanded. 

 “Krypton is destroyed,” Illyana replied evenly. “But 
there is an asteroid, with a protective field and a smashed up 
temple. A dead body is sitting on a pedestal, and there is a 
peculiar alcove full of alien script. I think there is some 
atmosphere there, but it‟s still extremely dangerous.” 

 “I can handle it,” Valeria said confidently. “Let‟s go.” 

 “I‟m not just talking about physical danger,” Illyana 
continued. “What you find could transform the way you see 
yourself, the way you see Prime. You run a real risk of 
throwing away everything you‟ve built here on Prime. Your 
friendships, your responsibilities.” 

 “It‟s all a sham if I don‟t know where I come from, if I 
don‟t know who I am,” Valeria replied. “This is just a 
placeholder, between the life I never had and the one that 
waits for me when I discover the truth about my past and my 
heritage.” 

 “Being an accessory to a placeholder in your illustrious 
career isn‟t very flattering,” Illyana replied lightly, trying not 
to be stung. 

 “Of course you know I didn‟t mean it that way,” Valeria 
smiled, her hand on Illyana‟s shoulder. “Can we go now?” 

 “What‟s in it for me?” Illyana replied, her knees 
trembling slightly as her heart raced. 
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 A troubled look stole across Valeria‟s face. “What‟s in it 
for you? I thought we were friends. Can‟t you do this 
because you are my friend?” 

 “Sure,” Illyana nodded. “And when the time comes that 
I need something big from you, you‟ll remember how I 
helped you when you needed it.” 

 “That should go without saying,” Valeria replied, her 
tone distant. “I‟m disappointed by what you think of our 
friendship.” 

 “Life is full of disappointments,” Illyana replied with a 
tight smile. A stepping disk flared around them, whisking 
them off Prime and away to Limbo. 

 

 Illyana‟s legs recurved, she shifted to her demon 
sorceress form as she squatted and peered into the scrying 
pool. A pale reflection of Limbo‟s sun reflected back at her, 
underlighting her features. Valeria glanced around at the 
gardens, the black stone, the simulated sunlight. 

 “This place is a lot different than the last time I was 
here,” she said. “You really are making improvements.” 

 “Thanks,” Illyana replied. “This may take a while. Make 
yourself comfortable.” 

 Valeria sighed, settling herself on a padded bench and 
squinting up at the sky. Illyana concentrated, and the scrying 
pool flickered nonsensically as Illyana‟s breathing slowed to 
imperceptibility. Her eyes twitched violently behind her 
eyelids, and her body was rigid with strain.  

 “Patience,” Valeria murmured to herself. “I‟ve waited 
for years. An hour or so is not important.” She leaned her 
head back and tried to ignore the nervous tremble that 
rippled through her. 
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 “Here,” Illyana said half an hour later. “Here it is. I 
marked it, so I could find it again.” Numb, she gestured at 
the pool, and Valeria darted to her side and peered down. 

 The lifeless asteroid, alien technology clasping it in a thin 
atmosphere and gravity. The deep alcove. The pedestal with 
the dead body propped up cross-legged. 

 “Send me through,” Valeria said firmly. “I want a closer 
look.” 

 “Send—” Illyana echoed, frowning. “Look, this is light 
years away! If something goes wrong out there—” 

 “I‟m a big girl,” Valeria soothed. “Besides, if something 
goes wrong, you can pull me out.” She smiled, turning on the 
charm, and Illyana swallowed hard. 

 “Good luck,” she muttered, and flame whirled up 
around Valeria. Illyana watched the scry as her stepping disk 
flared, depositing Valeria von Doom on an asteroid far, far 
from Prime. 

 Then the image flickered, and went dark. 

 Illyana stared. “Oh no you don‟t,” she breathed. She 
sensed the dark, formless barrier that sealed Valeria in the 
asteroid‟s field. “We‟ll just see about that.” 

 She gripped her sword, ordered the incantations in her 
mind, and went to work on the barrier. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 Valeria felt the cold against her skin, but it didn‟t 
discomfit her. Her step crunched on the broken stone in the 
temple, and she glanced around the chill enclosure. With a 
ripple, the sky went dark, and a dim directionless glow lit the 
temple in an oddly surreal mist. 

 “Hello?” she said, looking around. At the alcove. At the 
empty pedestal. She approached the alcove, glancing inside. 
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 The inside was an intricate pattern, and understanding 
tugged at the corners of her mind. Frowning, she peered 
closer, letting her intellect sift pattern and begin to almost 
understand. 

 “Beautiful,” murmured a voice in a language entirely 
unlike English. It was so clear, so natural, so sensible that it 
resonated with her and brought tears starting to her eyes with 
the raw beauty of the word. She spun, taking in the man who 
hung in the air behind her. 

 He was tall, powerful, draped in a blue cloak. He wore a 
red tabard, and his powerful jaw and chiseled features 
embodied masculine attraction. Piercing eyes settled on her; 
he was perfect, too perfect to be mortal, too perfect even to 
merely serve the gods. She felt her heart flutter as, for the 
first time in her life, Valeria felt mortal in the face of 
greatness. 

 “Who are you?” she dared. 

 “I am the Voice of Rao,” he replied, resonant. Her heart 
understood his words, though years had passed since she had 
heard Kryptonian. 

 “I thought you were dead,” she murmured, connecting 
the vision before her with the body that must have been in 
stasis on the pedestal. “I did not mean to intrude.” 

 “You cannot intrude,” he smiled benevolently. “I have 
been waiting for you. This entire shrine is dedicated to the 
hope that you would come. We have waited too long,” he 
added with a solemn nod. 

 “We?” she faltered, glancing around. 

 “We,” he nodded, pointing to the alcove. He drifted 
down beside her. Eyes, teeth, his symmetry, his poise. He 
was perfect. He touched her lightly, and she felt warmth steal 
through her and light up every nerve. “This alcove. The 
symbols.” 

 “Yes?” 
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 “Each is a family name,” he murmured. 

 “Why didn‟t you come find me?” she asked, a slight 
frown creasing her features. 

 “You had to be strong enough to find me,” he 
murmured sagely, his voice sweeping through her and leaving 
her slightly weak-kneed. “To prove you were worthy. To be a 
goddess at my side.” 

 “Goddess?” she gasped. 

 “Are you not ready to leave this fleshy weakness 
behind?” he chuckled, touching at her hair as though it was 
rank beneath his fingers. “Are you not ready for cosmic 
power?” His eyes smiled in a slightly different direction as his 
face settled into broad amusement. 

 “More?” she asked, confused. “I thought—the yellow 
sun—” she stammered. 

 He chuckled. “Yellow sun indeed. Do you really not 
know where your power comes from?” 

 “I am Kryptonian,” she said. “Kryptonians gain their 
power beneath a yellow sun.” 

 “You‟re Kryptonian?” he replied, arching an eyebrow. 
“Is it possible you don‟t even know your own heritage?” 

 “I guess it is,” she replied, numb from a cold deeper 
than the void of space. 

* 

 Illyana panted, staring blackly at the undulating black 
barrier that successfully ignored her incantations. She bit her 
lip, trying to catch her breath.  

 “Okay,” she muttered to herself. “Valeria is in there…” 
She let that idea roll around. “She hasn‟t been able to make 
enough of a dent for me to think she‟s in distress.” She 
frowned. “Time to call Strange in.” 
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 Then she hesitated. He had been more than clear about 
this… Her decision. To find this place, and she knew that he 
meant for her to decide the issue as far as she could. 

 “I can‟t go to him now,” she said firmly. “This is 
something I have to do.” Staring at the barrier, she began to 
think through her options again. 

 Her glance fell on her soulsword. She hesitated, then 
picked it up, thinking. 

* 

 “I can see into your very soul,” the Voice of Rao 
intoned. “You are half Kryptonian, and your Kryptonian soul 
has overwhelmed almost every aspect of your Coluan soul.” 

 “Soul?” Valeria frowned. “Coluan?” 

 The Voice of Rao smiled. “Have you not traveled the 
stars, my bride?” 

 “Bride?” she echoed, eyes wide. “What do you mean by 
that?” 

 “So far, you merely repeat my words,” the Voice of Rao 
observed, cocking his head to the side. “I would think you 
would be brilliant, being half Coluan. Perhaps you have been 
trapped in a small reserve of space by that damned meddler 
Enitharmon?” 

 Valeria struggled to order her thoughts. “Enitharmon,” 
she nodded. “He brought me here from the Bleed, between 
probabilities. I have been on Earth, in the Sol system, 
trapped in a single dimension its inhabitants think is Prime.” 
She smiled warmly. “Will you take me to my people? Do 
other Kryptonians survive?” 

 “Of course,” he murmured, nodding. “And you will be 
with them very soon. Why, the power you are about to wield 
will open the entire galaxy and those beyond it to your 
perusal.” 
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 “What are we waiting for?” she asked breathlessly, eyes 
bright. “Let us begin at once!” She found the Kryptonian 
language flexing and flowing through her mind, her heart, 
invigorating her as she exchanged ideas with another of her 
kind. His benevolence flowed to her, and it was warmer than 
sunshine. 

 “Step into this space,” he said, gesturing to the alcove. 
“Join with your kin.” He nodded solemnly. 

 Hands trembling, she walked into the freestanding 
alcove. Extending her arms, she found her fingers just 
brushed the edges. “What is this?” she asked in wonder as 
she stood in the center of the overwhelming, dizzying rush of 
symbol. 

 “Names,” the Voice of Rao replied softly. “Each symbol 
in the deep overlay is the name of a House, a family collected 
into assembled memory and power and life force of an entire 
lineage on Krypton. Their collective souls were gathered 
here, coded to the symbols of their families, when it became 
clear that Krypton was doomed.” He turned from her, 
disappointment tingeing his words. 

 “What is supposed to happen?” she asked, a bit nervous 
as she swayed unsteadily under the force of symbol in the 
alcove. 

 “You are supposed to be pure and not a mutt,” he 
replied diffidently. “Your tainted soul doesn‟t draw the 
power of Krypton into itself.” He tightened his lips and 
scowled at her, distracted. 

 “Mutt?” she retorted. “You certainly adjusted your 
attitude in a hurry!” 

 He sighed, patronizing. “I did, didn‟t I. Well, here‟s to 
hoping my power and the force of my soul can render our 
child pure enough to unlock the temple.” 

 “Now you‟re getting ahead of yourself!” Valeria 
frowned. “I do not wish to have a child with you.” 
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 He chuckled. “Your ignorance is charming,” he 
shrugged. “What makes you think you have anything to say 
about it?” 

 She snapped into a combat stance. “I don‟t know what 
this is about,” she said coldly. “But you will not find me easy 
prey—” 

 His eyes flared, then she barely registered a blur of 
movement—a blow smashed into her from one side, a blow 
snapped the bone in her arm on the other side—she was hit 
simultaneously from both flanks. Instead of flying across the 
temple, she simply collapsed where she stood, feeling the hot 
thin flare of pain from her broken arm as she crumpled 
under a pair of hits that exceeded any force she had ever felt 
before. 

 The Voice of Rao stood where he had been when she 
had defied him, seemingly unmoved. His eyes were dark, and 
amused. 

 “You see?” he said quietly. “I have power you cannot 
begin to imagine.” 

 “How?” she gasped, still too numb for the massive 
blows to fully register. “Yellow sun?” 

 He threw his head back and laughed. “Superstitious 
nonsense,” he scoffed. He eyed her, amused. “You know the 
connection you feel when we speak?” 

 She said nothing, glaring at him, considering the wisdom 
of using her heat vision. 

 “We are almost connected,” he mused. “The people of 
Krypton learned to gather their unconscious minds into a 
single Well of Dreams. War ended when both sides knew the 
other so intimately. The only battles left to fight were over 
ideas in the dreams of the planet itself.” He nodded at a 
memory. “The Well of Dreams was deep, all the way to the 
core of the planet. I was exiled, as I was unwilling to give up 
my warlike ways in the face of the enlightenment that swept 
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my people,” he chuckled. “So when their planet broke under 
the strain of their surging artistic abandon, I was far away.” 

 He regarded her silently as she stared at him. A smirk 
tugged at his face. 

 “Imagine my surprise when I became a god, lost in the 
deep of space,” he said. “I was a part of the soul of Krypton. 
So when all the Kryptonians on the surface of the planet 
were destroyed as the planet shattered, all of that energy 
flowed into me. I burst my starship and took to the void 
unprotected, wrapped in the power of a world. I was not the 
sole survivor,” he shrugged, “but my connection to the 
others through the unspeakably amplified power of the 
group soul made it easy to track down and slay the rest.” 

 “That was before I came to this dimension,” Valeria 
breathed intuitively. “I have no connection to this Krypton.” 

 “Right,” the Voice of Rao nodded. “And I don‟t either. 
Hence the problem.” He chuckled at the confusion on her 
face. “Once I bore the full power of the Soul of Krypton, I 
followed the draw of power through dimensional barriers. I 
am now so powerful I can vibrate through realities, to go to 
alternate worlds. I can even peer through the curtains of 
reality at different probabilities. So I found another 
Krypton.” 

 “No,” she whispered, the bottom dropping from her 
stomach as she began to understand. 

 “I found the General Zod on that world,” he shrugged, 
“and killed him, taking his power and his connection to 
Krypton. Then it was simple enough to use an invasion fleet 
to detonate the planet. And I went from immortal to godling. 
The third time, I became a god.” He smiled at her, predatory. 

 “So what went wrong in the fourth dimension,” Valeria 
asked around the nausea that flickered through her throat. 

 Zod, the Voice of Rao, shrugged. “This dimension‟s 
General Zod had been killed in battle. So I couldn‟t access 
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the Well of Dreams. I didn‟t want them to understand what I 
was up to, and I couldn‟t personally visit the planet. Too 
much Kryptonite, see. If they understood too soon, I could 
be vulnerable if they dug some up and attacked me. So I sent 
prophets,” he smirked. “Warned them of an upcoming crisis. 
They transferred the power of the Well of Dreams to this 
temple,” he said with a gesture. 

“When their work was complete, I destroyed the 
world and waited for far-flung refugees or scouts to arrive, to 
investigate.” He rubbed at his neck. “I overslept. I expected 
someone to come before now. And you are here, some mutt 
from another world, no more connected to the Well of 
Dreams than I.” 

 “Why not just vibrate to another dimension?” she asked 
bitterly. 

 “It takes too much energy,” he grimaced. “Lots of trial 
and error until I find another Krypton, that‟s a lot of souls 
burned off into the Bleed. I‟m opposed to that waste as a 
matter of principle. This temple is the most concentrated 
flavor of energy yet. When I access it, I will truly be a God. 
Then nothing can stand in my way, not even Enitharmon. I 
will destroy him, and reign at the center of all probabilities.” 
His smile was oddly wistful, subtly vicious. 

 “What about the yellow sun?” Valeria asked numbly, 
feeling her world falling apart. 

 “Sun worshippers,” Zod said curiously, watching her. 
“The Kryptonian culture worships the sun as a god. Rao. So 
when you find a brilliant sun, then the power of your Well of 
Dreams rises to fresh aspirations of all that is best in the 
Kryptonian way. Whatever dimension you are from, your 
share of power from the Well of Dreams was diluted among 
several survivors. Your strength is bolstered by zeal. And you 
didn‟t even know it.” He shook his head. “Pathetic.” 

 “But, Kryptonite,” she struggled, trying to piece it 
together as her assumptions slipped through her fingers. 
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 “A byproduct of a planet of dreamers,” he replied 
gently. “They projected all that energy inward, into the planet 
itself, and rendered it unstable with the power of 
imagination, imagination that defies reality. That‟s what 
Kryptonite is,” he said, eyes meeting hers. “The „what if‟ that 
defies the „what is.‟ The doom that comes of a peaceful 
civilization unable to deal with conflict.” His smile was 
wolfish. 

 “I‟ll stop you,” she said unsteadily. 

 “I know how to extract the key to the Well of Dreams 
from a living Kryptonian related to me,” he replied coolly. 
“You will provide me with one. My soul will easily 
overpower your impurities, in our offspring. And that 
offspring, conceived and raised here, will open this temple to 
me.” He paused, his eyes roaming her. “None of the other 
survivors were female,” he explained, his eyes glinting. 
“Perhaps I shall keep you alive, to continue to pleasure me.” 

Valeria bit back a retort, her mind racing. “That‟s 
neither here nor there,” she said noncommittally. “If that‟s all 
it takes, your offspring, why bother with concentrating the 
Well of Dreams and blowing the planet up?” 

“A whole planet might have figured out what I was 
doing in time to wage a battle in the Well of Dreams, 
Krypton could have defeated me if they united. Now that 
their Well of Dreams is in a temple,” he shrugged, “a key is 
all I need for final victory. I didn‟t realize they might lock it.” 

 Valeria launched herself, faster than thought, hissing 
through air faster than any mortal ever had. Zod blandly 
noted her incoming attack, sidestepped, and smacked her 
with his open hand. She plowed through three thick stone 
walls and banged against the barrier sealing the asteroid. 
Then a peculiar rent flared around her, and she felt the touch 
of eldritch fire. 

 

CHAPTER FOUR 
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 Valeria toppled into Limbo, rolling over to see an 
exhausted and beet-red Sorceress Supreme of the dimension 
pulling her soulsword out of the scrying pool. 

 “Good save,” Valeria managed, breathless from the slap. 

 “I was ready when you hit the wall,” Illyana replied 
unsteadily. Her eyes widened in alarm. “What‟s that?” she 
breathed. “Something—something‟s coming.” 

 “He must have touched the fire,” Valeria managed, 
staggering to her feet. “Somehow matched frequency, I don‟t 
know—Quick! To Prime! We can‟t face him alone!” Panic 
edged her voice, and Illyana snapped her fingers. 

 As eldritch flame roiled up around Illyana and Valeria, a 
blur solidified, smashing Limbo‟s defenses, and a tall 
menacing man in a blue cloak and red tabard materialized. 
Illyana and Valeria vanished as demons swarmed at the 
intruder. 

 Turning, the tall man‟s eyes flared beams through the 
attacking ranks, slitting them in two with disdainful glances. 
In moments, a hundred demons were destroyed. The rest 
hesitated, slinking away. 

 Zod approached the scrying pool, and knelt by it. 
“Interesting,” he murmured. He glanced into the pool, eyes 
swarming with unreal vibration. “What‟s through here?” 

* 

 Flame dumped Valeria and Illyana in the hallway. The 
door to the Sanctum Sanctorum opened, and Strange eyed 
the pair. He adjusted his peculiar blue shirt with a sigil in 
paler blue across the front. He also wore black tights, a 
yellow sash, yellow gloves with black spots on the backs of 
his forearms. His red coat appeared to be a crimson cloak, 
and he regarded them quietly in his full wizardly regalia. 

 “Strange,” Valeria gasped. “He‟s coming. Zod. He is 
godlike,” she managed, eyes wide. “He will destroy Prime if 
he has to! He will stop at nothing to take me prisoner!” She 
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winced as her broken arm twinged. “He is mad. He plans to 
replace Enitharmon the Weaver.” 

 Strange watched her dispassionately for a moment, and 
turned to Illyana. 

 “I‟m sorry,” Illyana said, deathly pale, feeling the 
inadequacy of her words. 

 “No time to be sorry,” Strange replied quietly. “You 
have to defend Prime, and the whole galaxy. And you‟re 
running out of time.” 

 “Me?” Illyana managed breathlessly. “But—but I 
already—are you serious? Me?” 

 “Ask of me what you will,” Strange replied, oddly calm. 
“I will help you if I can. But I can‟t tell you what to do to 
save the galaxy.” He looked her in the eye. “You are the one 
that put it in danger.” 

 She bit back a sharp retort, nodding. “You‟re right,” she 
said through her teeth. “I am. My decision.” She shook, and 
clenched her jaw so her teeth wouldn‟t chatter. She was so 
pale her eyes looked bruised. She twitched, took a deep 
breath. “Right.” Her mind raced. 

 “Your enemy is coming,” Strange said quietly. 

 “How long do we have?” Illyana asked, squaring her 
shoulders. 

 “He has already used your scrying pool,” Strange 
replied. “He would be here by now, but he chose to travel 
the spaceways. There is only one reason I can think of that 
he would do that.” 

 “What‟s that?” Illyana murmured. 

 Strange looked Valeria in the eye. “He‟s towing the 
temple to Earth orbit,” he said. 

 Valeria flinched. “You‟ve got to stop him, Strange.” 
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 Illyana scowled at her. “He needs to do everything for you, 
doesn‟t he,” she snapped. “Maybe it‟s time we cleaned up our 
own mess.” 

 Valeria glared at Illyana. Illyana stood transfixed by an 
idea, and Valeria hesitated, uncertain. 

 “That‟s it,” Illyana breathed. “Our own mess. I should 
have thought of it before.” She turned to Strange. “Can you 
tell if Zod is still in Limbo?” 

 “I doubt very much that he is,” Strange replied. “He got 
what he wanted. No reason to stay.” 

 In a flash, Illyana was gone. 

 “What‟s she doing?” Valeria asked, feeling badly off 
balance. 

 “Saving the world,” Strange replied quietly. 

* 

 Flame swirled into nothingness, leaving the demon 
sorceress standing in the cold, dank cavern of a throne room. 
She faced a tall, grim throne. The king who sat upon it 
regarded her. 

 Sheathed in power armor that gleamed dully in the 
torchlight, the monarch had an angular faceplate that 
gleamed and seeped sickly green light. His deceptively simple 
armor thrummed with energy. A green tabard, freshly 
pressed, was held in place by a thick belt. 

 “Coming here was brave,” he intoned in electronically 
modulated English, “if suicidal.” He rose to his impressive 
height, glowering at her from his cowled helmet. 

 Illyana dropped to one knee, ducking her head, paying 
homage. The king hesitated. 

 “Your Majesty, Victor von Doom,” Illyana said humbly. 
“I come to seek a boon.” 
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 He watched her dispassionately, saying nothing. She 
looked up, met his solemn and suspicious gaze. 

 “What,” he said reluctantly, “is your boon?” Curiosity 
pushed back against the need for revenge. 

 “Your wife, Valeria von Doom,” Illyana said rapidly, “is 
in grave danger of being slain by another of her kind, one 
more powerful than she is. More powerful than the Sorcerer 
Supreme and all his cadre of supporters together.” 

 “Why do you come to me?” von Doom‟s accented voice 
rolled the words out, and they reverberated in the dank 
throne room, between walls as heavily armored as the king 
they protected. 

 “Zod, the attacker, is of Valeria‟s race,” Illyana said. “I 
would guess he is at least as vulnerable to warpstone as she 
is.” Her eyebrow cocked slightly. “And I only know one man 
on this earth who has studied how to make warpstone into a 
lethal weapon, one man who can build the trap we will need. 
Only one man is prepared, now that there is no time left to 
prepare.” 

 The monarch‟s eyes narrowed as pale energy glowed 
softly in the repulsor disks built into the palms of his power 
armor. “You wish me to help you? As you helped me?” His 
voice was tight, dangerous. 

 Illyana bowed her head over her bent knee. “I feel 
responsible for what happened to you that day,” she said, her 
voice muted. “I‟ve gone over it and over it in my mind, 
searching for other ways it could have turned out.” She met 
his gaze. “I found over a dozen,” she noted, her eyes 
shimmering slightly. “I should have thought for another few 
seconds. Tried another way. I made a terrible, terrible 
mistake. And you have paid for it ever since. I am truly sorry, 
Victor.” Her voice was unsteady. “I‟ve come to you because 
Prime needs your help, now. And Prime is more important 
than my pride. Or yours.” Her eyes were steady, resolute. 
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 “If I help you,” Victor murmured, his metallic voice 
sibilant, “will you get me my wife back?” 

 “After all this, is that what you really want?” she asked 
directly, holding eye contact. 

 The monarch studied her. “You know what I want,” he 
stated, half in wonder. 

 “What you have always wanted,” she replied quietly. 
“That‟s why I came to you.” 

 Something passed between them in that moment, and 
Victor nodded. He clacked down the steps, and Illyana rose. 

 “How much time do we have?” Doom demanded 
crisply. 

 “Maybe hours,” Illyana replied. “I don‟t know. We think 
he‟s towing an asteroid to Prime‟s space.” 

 “You don‟t leave me much time,” Victor replied sharply. 

“You‟ve never needed it,” Illyana shot back. 

“Tell me everything,” Doom murmured, clasping 
his hands behind his back, gazing off into space. 

 Illyana nodded. “Here we go,” she said. 

* 

 The heavy iron box was twice the size of a coffin. 
Strange touched it, glanced at Illyana. 

 “Is Valeria in position?” Strange asked. 

 “She is,” Illyana nodded. “I hope this plan works.” 

 “So do I,” Strange nodded. He peered up through the 
gloom of the Latverian throne room, to see Danielle 
Moonstar standing on a balcony overlooking the room. “Are 
you ready?” he asked. 

 “As ready as I‟ll be,” her timid voice drifted down. 
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 “Whatever happens, stay out of it once your task is 
finished,” Strange said. He faced Illyana, who skipped 
uneasily back and forth on her delicate hooves. She wore the 
shape of the demon sorceress, and she had her mystic amulet 
and cloak and sword. She shook her head, her horns casting 
peculiar shadows in the flickering torch light. 

 “You ready, magista?” she asked. 

 “Soon,” Strange nodded. “He just passed the Moon. We 
have seconds before it is time to call him.” 

 Illyana steeled herself, swallowed her questions, stilled 
herself. She brandished her sword. 

 Then she looked Strange in the eye and nodded. “Call 
him,” she said. 

 As Zod brushed the outermost edges of the Web of 
Light, Strange fired out a beam of living energy that flowed 
through the intact roof, an ethereal beacon invisible to the 
mortal eye. 

 Three seconds later, the roof burst inward, and as the 
rubble fired down from the hit a tall man stood on the floor 
five stories below. One hand held the Sorcerer Supreme by 
the throat, the other gripped the demon sorceress. Above, 
seemingly in slow motion, rubble tumbled down. 

 The attacker spoke in a deep, resonant, fluid language. 
Strange gagged on the alien‟s inflexible grip, pointing feebly 
at the box.  

 “Von Doom is in the box,” he managed. “Spare our 
world.” 

 Strange‟s magic twitched, translating. The big attacker 
smiled.  

 “Well then,” he murmured in a language that magically 
became English. “I‟ll be back to rule your world. First, I will 
see to my bride.” He peered at the box for a moment, and 
several stories above, Dani concentrated hard. He smiled to 
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himself, tossing the wizards away. Then he flicked the box 
open, effortlessly snapping the massive lock. 

 “She is already married,” snarled a mechanized voice as 
Zod‟s eyes widened in startled alarm. His speed failed him as 
green energy washed out of the lead box. Doom rose, an 
armored demon, blazing green as the warpstone studs in his 
armor flared out energy to form a matrix around him. His 
fists thrust out as a harsh incantation guided a massive beam 
of warpstone-fueled sorcery into Zod. 

 The blaze of malignant chaotic magic slammed into him, 
and the Kryptonian screamed as he was knocked back, skin 
blistering. Strange gestured, crimson energies squirming up 
around Zod and holding him in place as the warpstone 
boiled around him, tore him, knocked him down to squirm 
on the floor gasping. 

 Doom gestured, and lead sheathes slid back on the 
groined arches of the throne room. They revealed a surreal 
glow of strips of warpstone set into the room‟s walls. Zod 
snarled, his teeth bloody, eyes crimson. Doom cast a double 
fistful of dark magic into him, sending him skidding across 
the floor leaving a slick of blood. Strange slapped magic 
down at him to stop his slide. 

 Zod‟s head whipped up defiantly, then twin beams of 
rippling laser energy darted from his eyes, through Victor‟s 
chest. Victor stumbled, then toppled over backwards with a 
thin cry. 

 Strange‟s mystic bolt tore across Zod, sending him 
sprawling. “We can‟t let him through the walls, or this is 
over!” Strange shouted. 

 “Bring him to me!” Illyana said, hefting her mystic 
blade, settling to stance. Zod darted from the wall, running 
on the floor, deeply disrupted by the warpstone that pulsed 
with unholy energy all through the room. Strange bashed him 
with another sorcerous attack, sending him sliding along the 
floor towards Illyana. 
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 She stood before Victor as he groaned and shifted. Zod 
launched a kick at her, and she whipped her sword around to 
cut his leg, spinning him off balance. He landed badly on his 
injured leg, and she did not hesitate. Her sword flashed at 
him. She saw his grin a moment too late. 

 He was there by her, he tugged her wrist and she felt her 
arm unplug from its socket. Zod barked a shout as he guided 
the sword down to slice through Doom‟s breastplate, 
impaling his heart. The monarch‟s eyes shot wide, and he 
choked for a moment. 

 “No!” Illyana shouted, the pain not yet real. He had torn 
her so FAST! She saw her fist, still gripping the sword, an 
arm dangling from it in eldritch armor. She was unbalanced 
by the heavy spray of blood from her shoulder. 

 “Illyana!” Strange shouted. “Go to Limbo! I‟ll finish 
this!” 

 A stepping disk flared up around the tottering demon 
sorceress, and a moment later a stepping disk carried her arm 
and sword off Prime.  

 Zod slowly turned to face Strange. 

 “You‟ll finish this?” Zod murmured, amused. His 
blistered face bled, and every movement was an agony for 
him. 

 Strange hunched in his cloak with a dark smile. “If I 
have to,” he said. “My task is to defend this world from 
invaders like you.” 

 “You‟ve never seen an invader like me,” the Kryptonian 
breathed, struggling not to fall over. He narrowed his eyes as 
he watched Strange. “Why are you hesitating?” 

 Strange answered with a mystic bolt that knocked the 
Kryptonian flat on his back. 

 

CHAPTER FIVE 
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 The temple hung in space over earth, serene. From the 
dark side of the moon, a lone woman streaked towards it, 
through its defensive bubble, to land on the temple‟s broken 
pavement. She regarded the alcove. 

 Then she entered it. 

 Gazing at the glittering, overlapping symbols of an 
entire planet‟s lineage, she slowly knelt.  

 “He has destroyed three Kryptons to fuel his power 
lust,” she whispered. She bowed her head. “He must be 
stopped.” 

 A single rune shone. She looked up, eyes solemn. Some 
distant connection glowed to life within her. She recognized 
the rune of the House of El. And the rune swelled with 
power, she felt herself looking through a keyhole to a realm 
of energy untapped. 

 One by one, the other runes began to shine to life. 
Breath failed her, and she could not look away as an entire 
universe of power swelled before her. Then they touched 
her. 

 Valeria shot to her feet, higher, floating in the air as the 
Well of Dreams flowed into her. A cloud of souls 
surrounded her, then as they connected she felt life surge 
through her. She felt the laws of time and gravity bow to her, 
kinetic energy offered itself to her, physics politely looked the 
other way. Knowledge, speed, strength. She burned and 
withered beneath the tide of energy that swelled through her. 
She felt herself on the edge of destruction, but she knew she 
had a task to finish. And she took it in. All of it. She took in 
the Well of Dreams, and she became the Dream. 

 Then it was over. 

 Tear tracks glittered on her cheeks as she stood straight, 
tall. She nodded to herself, swarming with the life of an 
entire planet. 
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 “I will honor you,” she whispered in Kryptonian. At the 
moment, it was the only language she knew. Turning, she 
gazed down at the earth. Her eyesight easily picked out 
Victor‟s palace from where she stood in space. Nodding to 
herself, she sprang from the stone and closed in relentlessly. 

 Timespace made way for her. 

 She blew through the wall of Victor‟s throne room, 
slammed into the Kryptonian who stood inside, and burst 
the opposite wall, reaching orbit again in moments. She flung 
him at the temple asteroid, and he whipped through the 
force field that surrounded it and crashed into the stone, 
sending the temple careening through the void. 

 Valeria was beside him before he could rise. He glanced 
up through the blood in his eyes, and he smiled. 

 “Congratulations,” he said. “You unlocked it!” He 
smiled, his teeth pink with blood. 

 Heat vision fired into him, flaying skin off his chest, 
baring bone. A fist flickered out too fast for him to react, 
snapping into bone and flinging him to the ground. He was 
on his feet again in a flash, firing a barrage of punches and 
strikes at her. 

 But now she was ready. She blurred the rules of the 
universe as he did, parrying and counterstriking; for perhaps 
a second they sparred and fought, hundreds of blows 
exchanged from warriors who could flatten a tank with a 
single punch. 

 “Excellent!” he hissed, his eyes lit up. “Wonderful!” 

 She snatched him, slung him around, thrust him down 
to the floor. He realized where he was, and his eyes widened. 

 “No!” he shouted, the sonic blast detonating around 
Valeria. But the stone of the alcove held, undamaged, and 
she rammed him into the wall. 

 The rune of El shone. 
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 Then the others flared and started to life as Zod 
screamed. 

 Souls drained from him into the runes, breathing fresh 
life into the spent symbols. He twitched and struggled, more 
feeble with each passing moment. Valeria held him, tears 
sliding down her cheeks as she felt the glut of energy he had 
stolen flowing back into memory and strength of a planet full 
of peaceful souls. 

 Then it was over. 

 Valeria propped Zod up, cross-legged, in a coma. He sat 
in the alcove, surrounded by the shine of a Well of Dreams.  

 Valeria nodded. Then she turned, leaping from the 
temple asteroid. She fell to earth gently, slowly, taking her 
time as she approached the shattered throne room. 

 She touched down lightly, feeling the swarm of chaotic 
energy that thrummed in the throne room. She saw Strange, 
standing over a dead body, watching it inscrutably. She 
stepped into the throne room, staggered by the warpstone, 
but pressing on. 

 “Victor,” she breathed as she approached the corpse. 
She looked up at Strange, grief tightening her face. But he 
watched Victor‟s body and said nothing. 

 Valeria fell to her knees at his side, the stinging ache of 
poisonous kryptonite flowing through her. 

 “What are you doing?” Strange demanded as she 
unclasped Victor‟s faceplate. She ignored him, letting it fall 
open. She gazed down at his face, a disfigured and hellish 
wad of flesh. Chunks of kryptonite had fused with his skull, 
he was truly vile to look upon. 

 “I‟m so sorry,” she whispered to him, unsteady in the 
deadly wash of energy. She leaned over him, choked by tears 
and poison. A single tear gathered and fell to splash on his 
oddly peaceful face. 
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 Silently, a peculiar mist rose from Valeria, gathered 
around where she knelt with Victor‟s body. It settled around 
them, then an intangible shockwave rolled silently out. 

 „What if‟ became „what is.‟ 

 Strange‟s eyes were pressured with unshed tears as he 
looked down at Victor. The warpstone in his face was clear 
crystal. The whole room had been transfigured by the burst. 
Where the sickly glow of warpstone had been, now there was 
pure and empty crystal. 

 “My love,” Valeria whispered to Victor. “You are free.” 

 “So are you, now,” Strange murmured. 

 She rose, eyes lingering on Victor. Then she faced 
Strange. “I am,” she agreed, English creeping back to her. “I 
learned much from the House of von Doom. But that time is 
past now, their lineage has no further power over me. From 
this day on, I choose my own path. I am no longer Valeria 
von Doom.” She hesitated. “I am now Kira.” 

 Strange half turned as he heard a light step behind him. 
Dani stopped, cleared her throat. Kira glanced up at her, 
then over at Strange. 

 “I‟m leaving,” Kira said. “I will push the temple. Back to 
Krypton. I know the way now,” she added, her eyes strangely 
clouded and brilliant. “I have all the perspective of the great 
astronomers of Krypton.” 

 “That‟s a long journey,” Strange observed. 

 Her eyes met his in a direct stare. “I‟m fast,” she 
murmured. “You have no idea how fast.” She looked away. 
“I have the time, since you probably fired me. And I need to 
think. To be alone with myself,” she added. 

 Strange gestured, throwing a pattern of magic light 
against the wall. “Here is the path,” he murmured, and her 
quick eyes studied his starmap. She nodded. 

 “Thank you,” she said. 
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 “Are you going to say goodbye to Illyana?” Strange 
inquired as he looked down at his gloves, adjusting their fit. 

 “No need,” Kira shrugged. “I‟ll return soon.” She 
turned her back on them, then sprang into the air and 
vanished through the gaping hole in the wall. 

 Dani moved close to Strange, her arms clasped across 
her chest. “I hope she finds what she‟s looking for,” Dani 
murmured. 

 “So do I,” Strange agreed. “So do I.” 

 Heavy steel doors chugged, then rumbled back. Thirty 
mercenaries jogged in and fanned out, armed with the latest 
cutting-edge rifles and gear. Behind them, a woman dressed 
in pale combat gear. She scowled at Strange and Dani, then 
she saw the king sprawled on the ground. 

 She rapidly approached, alarmed. 

 “Greetings, Lady Sable,” Strange nodded. 

 “Did you kill him?” she demanded. 

 “No,” Strange replied. “We enlisted his aid defeating an 
alien menace. He was victorious, but the cost was terrible. 
Latveria is now yours.” 

 Her brow creased. “How did you—we didn‟t tell anyone 
that was the arrangement.” 

 “How long did he survive?” Strange asked quietly. 
“How old was he?” 

 “He was twenty eight,” the Lady Sable replied, 
unflinching. She slowly shook her head. “Damn shame.” 

 Strange looked down at him. “He‟s at peace now.” 

 “Please leave,” the Lady Sable said tersely. 

 Strange nodded, and turned to Dani. Together, they 
were escorted from the throne room of the Kingdom of 
Latveria. 
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April 24 

 Sunlight slanted through the windows as Stephen 
Strange sat in the kitchen, his tea cooling on the table before 
him as he absently gazed out the window. 

 A flare of eldritch flame, dark and magnificent, coiled 
through the air and left a weary young woman. Illyana sat at 
the table opposite Strange, looking down at her hands. 

 “How is your arm?” Strange asked quietly. 

 She rolled her shoulder, and it popped loudly. “Still 
hurts,” she muttered. “A lot.” 

 “I assume you scried on Victor‟s funeral.” 

 “He‟s buried next to his mother,” Illyana replied 
distantly. “The line of the von Dooms has run out, no heirs 
remain. And Latveria is now a province of Symkaria, with 
Queen Sablinova ruling both. The Latverian peasants are 
going to have to learn a new way,” she finished. “An era is 
over.” 

 “Valeria is towing the temple back to the edge of the 
Krypton system,” Strange murmured. “And she has changed 
her name to Kira.” 

 Illyana shrugged. “How about that,” she said. 

 They were quiet together for a long moment. 

 “Would you like me to get you some tea?” Strange asked 
simply. 

 “No thanks,” she replied, sliding her elbows down on 
the table and resting her chin on her crossed forearms. “Tell 
me something, Strange. Do you ever get to feel like you 
won?” 

 “I seek balance,” Strange replied. “Balance is where you 
see it. That is victory enough.” 

 “It‟s hard,” she said, struggling. “I am… frustrated. That 
you put me in charge. That this is how it turned out. That 
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you took… such an awful risk and that I could have been the 
one to set in motion the conquering of Prime. I am having 
trouble coming to terms with that, magista. I feel responsible 
for all these consequences…” she shook her head, at a loss. 
“It isn‟t a good feeling.” 

 Strange watched her closely, then sipped his tea. “How 
else would you have me teach you the feeling you have right 
now? I need you to understand the stakes. The gravity of the 
decisions I make.” 

 She clenched her jaw. “I did not mean to give the 
impression I was challenging your decisions, magista.” 

 “No no no,” he replied quickly. “This wasn‟t a 
punishment, or a demonstration. It wasn‟t even a test. It was 
training. And you have learned more from it than I could 
have dared to hope.” 

 She wrestled with that silently for a long moment. “I 
wonder if we could have saved Victor,” she said, ducking her 
head so he would not see the unshed tears in her eyes. 

 “What do you mean?” Strange asked. “Save his life? Or 
redeem him?” He cocked an eyebrow as Illyana considered 
the question. 

 Illyana shook her head. “I can‟t trivialize his death, or 
say it was all for the best. I wish I could have stopped 
screwing up his life before I got him killed. And Valeria‟s 
gone too,” she sighed, on the edge of tears. “And everything 
is a mess.” 

 The teacher and student sat quietly in the warm, bright 
kitchen for a while. 

 “Victor is at peace,” Strange said quietly. “Kira 
somehow neutralized the warpstone that tormented him. 
Valeria is free of her husband and the von Doom legacy. As 
Kira, she has accepted the native soul of the planet Krypton, 
so she is truly no longer a visitor here. Prime is safe, and my 
apprentice has defended the world from a menace that we 
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could only have guessed at before this adventure.” He looked 
Illyana in the eye. “As messes go, it could be worse.” 

 Illyana watched him mutely. 

 “You aren‟t a rookie anymore,” Strange continued. “It‟s 
not about victory. It‟s about balance. And that is what you 
achieved. I‟ve come to a decision,” he said, leaning back. “It‟s 
time to teach you the secrets of geomancy.” His smile was 
faint and wry. “Welcome to the big leagues.” 

 “Things can never be the same,” she murmured. She 
looked to Strange. “How do I handle this? Now that I‟ve had 
to make these decisions… that I‟ve been the one to threaten 
and direct the rescue of Prime… How does this change 
things?” 

 Strange smiled, saturnine and peculiar. “Before 
enlightenment? Chop wood, carry water,” he said. “After 
enlightenment: chop wood, carry water.” He grinned as he 
spontaneously reached out and ruffled her hair. 

 She ducked into a grin as she touched at her eyes, 
brushing her tears away. “You are a weirdo,” she chuckled. 

 “Well, I‟m not „Doctor Bland,‟” Strange smiled. “Put 
some water on. It‟s time for lunch.” 

 Outside, the sun filled the sky with light. 

 


