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Introduction and Foreword 

As the finale of the arc, and the whole project, draws closer, 
the scope had to widen out to be ever more epic. This 
involved bringing in a video game fandom into the mix, as 
well as dealing with some of the dynamics of Stick‟s students, 
and showing how the Illuminati do their part to protect the 
Web of Light, sometimes when Strange doesn‟t even know 
about it.  

The first novel was composed anchored in the confrontation 
at the end; how does Prime bring all these potentialities 
together to be in the right place at the right time to foil a 
threat? And how does Prime push back when a force moves 
too fast to conquer it? 

Both the opening novel and the following story arc begin to 
lay out the confrontations that are a prelude to the 
Reckoning in the next volume. I enjoyed myself greatly 
writing these; blending the Blade movies, Buffy the Vampire 
Slayer, Highlander characters, and Batgirl in a story is too 
fun, for example. I hope you have as much fun as I did as 
you read what I wrote. 

So the forces seeking to conquer Prime find themselves 
unlucky as coincidences pile up, seeming to conspire against 
them. Will that be enough for Prime‟s defenders to keep the 
world safe? 

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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The Deadly Net of  Knowledge 

PART ONE: COLD TRAILS 

Friday, October 14, 2005 

 A thin man hunched over his coffee. His tousled hair 
looked like it couldn‟t remember the last time it had been 
washed. The shapes of his face were hollow, angular. He 
wore reflective sunglasses, and stubble bristled from his 
checks and chin, forgotten. In the unseasonable warmth of 
October, he wore a ragged trench coat, and his foot tapped 
with nervous energy. 

 “Remy LeBeau, you look a mess,” growled a voice 
behind him. Remy glanced up, and relaxed. A stocky, 
muscular man in jeans and a tee shirt rounded the table and 
lowered himself into the seat, a grin on his almost feral 
features. A wild mane of black hair swept up from his head. 
“Long time no see, homy.” 

 “Dat‟s „homme‟,” Remy muttered. 

 “That‟s what I said,” the newcomer agreed. “So what 
have you been up to? Haven‟t seen you in a dog‟s age.” 

 “Wandering,” Remy replied. “Bit of dis. Bit of dat.” His 
smile held a trace of his former charm. “I‟m looking for 
somebody, Logan,” he said seriously. “You have good 
contacts. Mebbe you help ol Remy.” 

 “Maybe so,” Logan agreed, leaning back in the chair. 
“Who are you looking for?” 

 “A woman,” Remy said. “She got many names, I don 
know what she call herself dese days. She use to teach at de 
Manchester Academy, upstate. I wen dere, new management, 
nobody know anyting. Sometimes she call herself Rogue. She 
got brown hair wit white in it.” 
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 “That‟s not much to go on,” Logan said after a brief 
pause. 

 “Wish I knew more,” Remy shrugged. “She was working 
for a woman, Emma Frost. Mebbe dat help.” 

 Logan frowned, eyes brightening. “Don‟t you go lookin 
fer trouble,” Logan growled. “Emma Frost is bad news. I 
know this firsthand. And you don‟t wanna get mixed up in 
anything she‟s got her hooks into. Not worth the grief.” He 
crossed his arms over his chest. 

 “Hit a nerve,” Remy observed. “What dis woman do to 
rile you so? I know she bad news, I saw her years ago, wit a 
plan to mess wit Elizabet Braddock‟s brain. Member when 
we go to save Braddock from dat Institute?” 

 “Frost was involved in that?” Logan said, startled. “I 
didn‟t see her there.” 

 “I snuck into de Hellfire Club to get de news I brought 
you,” Remy shrugged. “Dey were having a meeting, Frost did 
a mind-scan on Braddock to see dat she was easy-going wit 
de brain modifications. Das when I came to you for help.” 

 “Then it came full circle,” Logan growled, “because 
Betsy‟s psychic power was keeping Frost‟s brain muzzled 
when I thrashed her.” His frown intensified. “I repeat. Frost 
is bad business.” 

 “She may be my only way to find dis woman I‟m 
looking for,” Remy replied heatedly. 

 “Speaking of that Institute, and Frost, I should have 
known they were connected more closely than it looked 
like,” Logan said. He sighed. “The Institute had a machine in 
the basement called „Cerebro‟, and psychers could plug into it 
and project their consciousness to find other „gifted‟ 
individuals. Frost used it to gather a bunch of the best and 
the brightest youngsters to her. Then she broke the Project 
with them.” 

 “For serious?” Remy said, startled. 
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 “Dead serious,” Logan nodded grimly. “But she‟s runnin 
with a dangerous crowd these days, she found people more 
powerful than her and formed an alliance with em.” He 
regarded Remy. “I suspected you wanted somethin when you 
invited me here for lunch. I wish you wanted somethin else.” 
He paused. “I honestly have no idea where Frost went.” 

 Remy leaned back in his chair. “Dat‟s why I come to 
you,” Remy said softly. “Because you my friend, an you do 
tings for me dat you don want to do.” He looked down at his 
hands, spread flat on the table. “How is Braddock dese 
days?” 

 “Good,” Logan nodded. “We‟re…together,” he said. 
His features softened; “We got a son, named Brian. I 
couldn‟t be happier.” 

 Remy‟s features suggested a smile. “Das good for you, 
Logan,” he said. “She a fine woman.” 

 For a long moment, the bustle of the café was almost 
disrupted by the weight of the silence that bowed down the 
space between the two men. 

 “Dammit,” Logan muttered. “I‟ll check with my boss, 
Stark. He might be able to find Frost, if she‟s still in the grid, 
and I‟ll see what I can do about your mystery woman.” He 
sighed. Then he looked Remy in the eye. “As fer you. You 
could use a shave, a haircut, a hot meal, and a shower. Maybe 
a good night‟s sleep. Do somethin about that, will ya? In the 
meantime, give me a week or so, then be in touch. I‟ll give 
you what I can find. Yer coffee is on me.” He rose, tossed a 
bill on the table, and stumped out of the café, the door bell 
tinkling in his wake. 

 Remy looked down at the bill on the table, and a painful 
half-smile crossed his features as he picked up the hundred 
dollar bill. He pocketed it in a motion so smooth it was 
almost invisible, and he leaned back in his chair and watched 
the slow, steady sweep of the ceiling fan. 
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Monday, October 17, 2005 

 The slim man strode down the hall, his dark coat 
billowing in his wake. The lights gleamed from his baldness, 
and glittered in his eyes. Two women followed him, both 
wearing dark professional suits. One was a curvaceous 
blonde with icy eyes, the other a rangy, graceful woman with 
cruel features and a mane of dark hair. 

 They reached the end of the dim corridor, and the man 
in the lead pushed his way through the door into the 
laboratory. A stunted man glanced up from his work, then 
straightened with a nervous smile. 

 “Well?” the slim man said. “What news do you have for 
me, Dr. Carver?” 

 “Good news, Mr. Luthor,” Carver said quickly. “I spoke 
with Garrett. We‟ve isolated and eliminated the buzz in his 
nervous system. I believe we can re-construct him, reverse-
engineering the parts he has now, so he‟ll be more durable.” 

 “Full recovery?” Luthor murmured, his eyes unreadable 
and his voice oddly hypnotic. 

 “Yes, better than new,” Carver agreed. 

 Luthor squared off with the tank that filled half the 
room. A luminous green light bathed the work station, 
filtering through the gel solution that filled the tank. In the 
middle, a steel skull floated, eye sockets empty. Cables 
connected the free-floating eyes to their sockets, and the rest 
of the body hung around the head in a loose orbit. Every 
centimeter of the cybernetic construct had been dismantled 
but not disconnected, and the cyborg body floated weightless 
in the gel. Luthor‟s eyes roamed the endless maze of circuitry 
and mechanicals. 

 “Better than new,” Luthor mused. He looked directly at 
a blurred screen. “I bet you‟ve heard that before.” He 
punched an access code into the terminal under the screen, 
and it accepted his code with a beep. 
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 The greenish mist on the screen coalesced into a face. 
“Mr. Luthor,” the speaker said. “Do you have good news for 
me?” 

 “Yes, Garrett,” Luthor said. “Dr. Carver isolated the 
breakdown in your nervous system. He can end the pain, put 
you back together again, new and improved.” He smiled, a 
peculiar and private expression. 

 “The flaw was in the cyberware and software, your brain 
is still fine, still able to interface with an artificial electro-
chemical nerve net,” Carver supplied. 

 “That‟s a relief,” the image in the screen said, the 
speakers floating his voice out to those watching his mental 
image on the screen. “I thought maybe Lexcorp could put 
me back together again.” 

 “This is next-generation technology,” Luthor said 
quietly. “You came to the right place. I doubt there are many 
facilities in the world with the staff and tools to solve the 
puzzle you wore when you approached us.” 

 “I… I‟m not much of a scientist. I‟m a user, not a 
programmer,” the cyborg said, his simulated expression a 
wince. 

 “I understand that,” Luthor nodded. “When we get you 
back together, we‟ll test your new cybers out. I can use a 
bulletproof bodyguard,” he said with a slight shrug. “I did 
some checking. On your military record. And your 
extracurricular activities.” Luthor smiled again, still 
unsettling. “You‟ll do fine.” 

 “Thank you sir,” Garrett nodded seriously. 

 “Get some rest,” Luthor said, and he disconnected the 
feed. 

 The dark-haired woman with him jumped slightly, then 
pulled a cell phone off her belt and scowled at it. “Please 
excuse me,” she said in a low voice, and she strode into the 
hallway as she opened the phone. 
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 “This is Elektra,” she growled. 

 “Worthington here,” the voice on the other end said. 
“We, uh… well, we have a bit of a snag.” 

 “Snag?” Her voice was no less dangerous for being 
neutral. 

 “The shipment, on the Hail Mary out of Singapore. It 
was supposed to leave New York tonight. But it won‟t. It, 
uh… it was boarded. The police. They… they searched it,” 
he said, and she could hear his nervous swallow. 

 “Why did the police search it, Worthington?” Elektra 
asked evenly. 

 “There was a big fight. A brawl. Guns, flashes of light, 
big noisy crashes. The cops came to investigate. And the Hail 
Mary had—well, this part is hard to explain. But there were a 
hundred people tied up on the boat.” 

 “And they were still there when the police arrived,” 
Elektra prompted. 

 “Yes, they were. Because of the battle, see. So when the 
cops saw the slaves, they decided to search the whole craft. 
And that‟s when they found the power armor that Mr. 
Luthor was sending to South Africa. It… well, it wasn‟t on 
the manifest. So New York‟s Finest have it impounded.” 

 Elektra sighed. 

 “Everything was under control,” Worthington said 
quickly, “until that fight broke out and spoiled it. Now we‟re 
in a bit of a criminal situation. This is not my fault!” he 
concluded with some heat. 

 “Be at the Hellfire Club tonight,” Elektra said, and she 
snapped the phone shut as Luthor prowled out of the lab, 
the blonde at his heels. 

 “Well?” he said smoothly. 
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 “The Hail Mary was boarded,” Elektra said. 
“Worthington called. The police confiscated the shipment of 
power armor you were sending to South Africa.” 

 “I see,” Luthor said. He paused for a moment, eyes 
unfocused. “Let‟s go with the standard plan. I don‟t want to 
disappoint my South African friends, send another shipment 
of power armor from Mexico City. Mercy,” he said, turning 
to the blonde. “Draw up some theft reports. Send them to 
our contacts in the police department, dated a week ago. 
Collect insurance. Deal with the police.” 

 “Yes sir,” Mercy said crisply. 

 Luthor turned back to Elektra as Mercy headed off 
down the corridor. “I‟m afraid Worthington just isn‟t 
working out,” Luthor sighed. 

 “I told him to be at the club tonight,” Elektra said 
simply. 

 “That‟s for the best. We can discuss this then.” He 
smiled wryly, an expression that charmed those who did not 
know him. “We‟ll pay him a visit.” 

* 

 The trim, handsome man shifted nervously. His throne 
was magnificent, carved of blonde ash, ornate. He wore a 
pale suit with a white silk cravat, and his burnished golden 
hair was combed back from his face, falling in supple waves. 
His aristocratic features were pinched with worry, and his 
brilliant eyes were clouded with fear. 

 His throne was one of four pulled up around a table, on 
a dais. A grand piano, beautiful and pale, stretched beside the 
dais. The room was richly decorated in subtle blends of color 
and texture. Off to the side, a thin teenager leaned against the 
wall. She wore a slip of a dress, made of material similar to 
the aristocrat‟s cravat. Her breathtakingly smooth Asian 
features were timeless and inscrutable, and she was almost 
invisible as she waited. 
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 Finally. 

 Outside, in the hallway, a door opened and closed. 
Footfalls echoed down the restricted access corridor. The 
man on the throne stared at the door as though willing it to 
open, or to shut; sweat beaded on his forehead. 

 When the door swung open, it admitted a slim man in a 
black coat. Luthor approached the thrones, followed by 
Elektra. Elektra subtly glanced at the chairs before settling in 
her black throne. Luthor seated himself in his black throne, 
and regarded Worthington. 

 For a moment, no one said anything. 

 Sensing the time for pleasantries had come and gone, 
Worthington cleared his throat. “Luthor,” he said, disgusted 
at the slight tremor in his voice. “There was something else 
going on with that ship. Something beyond my control.” The 
skinny Asian teenager slipped into the white throne at his 
side. “They were ready to set sail. My part was done,” he 
protested. 

 “Tell me more about this fight, the fight that broke up 
the shipment and involved the police,” Luthor said quietly as 
he relaxed in the chair. 

 “I had someone at the scene taking pictures,” 
Worthington replied. He picked up an oversize manila 
envelope and opened it, pulling pictures out. He tossed them 
across the table to Luthor; the stack hit the table and spread 
apart, photos sliding over each other. 

 Luthor regarded them impassively. Then he frowned. 

 “That‟s not right,” he murmured. 

 “Exactly,” Worthington said. “Do you see him too?” 

 Luthor snatched one of the pictures up and examined it 
closely. A man hung in the air, surrounded by a nimbus of 
light so intense that it reduced him to a smear of shadow. 
“This. It‟s the Grand Master of the Seventh Seal. It‟s the 
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leader of the Illuminati.” He shot a glance at the Asian girl in 
the white dress. “Cain. Didn‟t you kill him?” 

 She nodded, her eyes on his. He looked back down at 
the picture. 

 “Interesting,” he said. In one picture, a giant stone man 
flung a lifeboat through a cordon of men with machine guns. 
Other men in black pajamas, toting swords, sprang at a man 
who was on fire, with flame gushing from his hands. A 
rippling wall of ice slathered down one side of the deck. 

 “Don‟t tell me,” Luthor said with a faint smile. “The 
men in black are supposed to be ninja.” 

 “Close as we can figure it,” Worthington shrugged. 

 Elektra picked up a few pictures, peering at them 
intently. “They have the ninjitsu style,” she admitted. She 
looked at Luthor. “So what do the Illuminati and ninja want 
to fight over?” She looked back down at the pictures. “And 
what clan are they?” 

 “Look,” Worthington said. “Cain may have collapsed 
the Grand Master‟s throat and turned his head around 
backwards, but he‟s fine now. And I think they were fighting 
over the homeless people. There were about a hundred tied 
up on that barge, drugged, with no memory of where they‟d 
been for the last week.” He paused. “That‟s weird. They 
weren‟t good for slave trade; lots of old, sick, ugly people,” 
he shrugged. “It doesn‟t add up. But if it hadn‟t been for 
them, the cops probably wouldn‟t have searched the ship. 
The Illuminati cost you your shipment.” He leaned back, 
something like hope behind his calm demeanor. 

 “Who provided the ship?” Luthor asked. 

 “I worked with a gang that controls dock traffic, the 
Black Dragons,” Worthington said. “Their leader, Kano, 
assured me that everything would go smoothly. I had a 
photographer there to make sure they didn‟t pull a fast one 
with the shipment. They seem to have dealt with us in good 
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faith; I don‟t know where the homeless people or ninja or 
Illuminati come in.” 

 Luthor considered the silhouette of a man in a nimbus 
of light. “Has this leader, Kano, gone underground?” he 
asked quietly. 

 “Yes,” Worthington said. “He hasn‟t returned my calls 
requesting an explanation.” 

 “He‟s a loose end. This is a loose end,” Luthor said, 
tossing the picture of the Grand Master down on the table. 
“There are too many loose ends that can be traced back to 
me, Worthington. I don‟t tolerate that.” 

 He watched Worthington, who tried desperately not to 
cower, and for a moment Worthington felt his life teetering 
in the balance of those calculating eyes. 

 Luthor examined his fingernails, and it was as though a 
spotlight had turned away from Worthington. “Earn your 
way out of this one,” Luthor said calmly. “I want to know 
why those people were on that boat. I want to know where 
the ice came from. How the Illuminati tie into this. Find me 
the pieces of what happened, and put them together for me,” 
Luthor said, raising his gaze to Worthington‟s eyes. “Tie all 
these loose ends together, or I‟ll have no choice but to make 
sure they lead to someone other than me.” He rose, and 
Worthington quickly stood too. 

 Luthor turned to Cain. “Go check the scene out, see if 
they left traces the police wouldn‟t understand.” He turned 
to Elektra. “Find this „Kano‟ person. See what he knows.” 
He looked at Worthington once more. “I don‟t want to have 
to come back here,” he said with diffident calm. Then he 
turned, striding to the door and through it, vanishing down 
the hallway. 

 Worthington slumped back down in his chair, breathless 
from the force of the threat. 
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 Cain and Elektra exchanged a glance, then they headed 
for the door. 

 Lots to do. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

Wednesday, October 19, 2005 

 The light show sent the occasional beam or flash of light 
through the filthy windows of the loft, and the furniture sat 
restlessly on the scratched floor as the techno beat thudded 
up through the building. The scruffy man with his feet up on 
the desk rested his taut, defined arms on the chair‟s armrests. 
He smiled to himself as he considered the pile of cash next 
to his ankles. 

 The door opened, letting in a blare of screaming and 
music. The man at the desk frowned at the huge bouncer 
that shouldered in. 

 “Wha‟d I tell you about interruptin me meditation?” he 
demanded in a coarse voice. “I was jest spendin this cash in 
me head.” 

 “I‟m sorry, Mr. Kano, but there‟s a woman here. She‟s 
asking about you. Like she knows you‟re here.” The big man 
slurred the words out, bowed apologetically, looking oddly 
small even though he was almost two meters tall. “We can 
throw her out, but she‟s asking a lot of questions. Want me 
to take care of her?” he asked, brightening at the prospect. 

 Kano considered for a moment. “Nah. I‟ll live on the 
edge, I will. Throw her out. Don‟t reward her with any 
suspicion she‟s makin me nervous, or drawin close. Have 
Bennie tail her, and get rid of her if she knows too much.” 
He paused, squinting. “Send those Korean twins to my 
bedroom,” he said. “It‟s almost three in the bloody morning, 
nearly bedtime.” He grinned broadly, dropped his feet off 
the desk, leaned forward, and resumed counting his money. 
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 “Yes sir,” the bouncer nodded, and he ducked back out 
through the door, slamming it behind himself. 

 Several thousand dollars later, the door banged open 
again, and the big bouncer winced as he ducked inside. Kano 
rose to his feet, exasperated, and he snatched a machete up 
from where it had leaned next to the desk. 

 “I gave you no leave to interrupt me,” he growled. Then 
the door was kicked shut, and the bouncer fell to his knees. 
Behind him, a rangy and vicious-looking woman lightly held 
one of his hands. He was awkwardly twisted and poised, 
lightly panting in agony, as his nerves knitted together and 
washed him in pain. 

 “You must be Kano,” the woman said. She looked him 
over, and she smirked. 

 He rose to his full height, his thinning hair letting light 
shine from his scalp. He wore loose clothes, and his chiseled 
arms were bare. He flexed his grip on the machete and 
grinned, his expression almost as greasy as the short beard it 
wore. He let his eyes wander her toned shapes, and his pants 
tightened as he made eye contact and saw the utter lack of 
fear in that dazzling, dark gaze. 

 “For future reference, while you can still talk, how about 
you tell me how you found me,” Kano said casually. 

 The dark woman darted a savage knee up into the 
bouncer‟s solar plexus, and he curled up, unable to breathe. 
As his jaw worked, she tossed her hair over one shoulder and 
regarded Kano. 

 “I asked people to tell me who worked for you. Then I 
asked them where you were.” Her eyes narrowed. “I can be 
persuasive. There‟s a trick to it,” she said. The bouncer 
wheezed, desperate to breathe, only sips of air dragged into 
his frantic, half-paralyzed lungs. 
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 “Want a smoke?” Kano offered, holding up a cigar case, 
his eyes lingering on her curves in much the same way his 
hands would be shortly. 

 “I have questions for you,” she replied directly. 

 “I don‟t scare easy, and I never fall down,” he sneered. 
“You don‟t get to be head of the Black Dragons with a 
bloody MBA.” He circled her slowly, taking in her slender 
waist, her toned abdomen, the shaped muscular curve of her 
buttocks. “Are me mates still alive then?” 

 “Most of them should recover at least partial function in 
their limbs. Given time,” she replied, amused, allowing his 
eyes to roam her. “Let‟s talk about the early hours of 
October 17. The Hail Mary, out of Singapore. An arms 
shipment.” 

 “Ancient history,” he said, mouthing the words with 
extra care as he considered the geometry of her breast. 
Finally, his eyes rose to hers. “Who do you think you are, 
barging in here and making demands?” 

 “The homeless people,” she pressed, locking eyes with 
him. “What‟s the story? Who was involved in the fight on the 
deck?” 

 “I got nothing to say to you,” he sneered. “Time we see 
who‟s got better moves—” 

 The woman sighed slightly, then she was moving so fast 
Kano barely registered that she had shifted position when he 
felt a shocking yank and snap in his head. He blinked once, 
staggered by a sudden heat in his eye, and he looked down in 
horror to see that his eye had been plucked from his head 
and pressed into his open hand before he had the presence 
of mind to form fists. 

 “Talk or else,” the woman said quietly. Menace hit him 
like a ton of bricks as he saw two small beads of blood on 
her hand, all that had gotten on her as she had torn his eye 
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out and put it in his hand. He convulsed, dropping his eye to 
spat down on the floor. 

 Then the roar of pain came, and he let it out, dropping 
to one knee and clutching his mutilated head. 

 “I‟m getting bored,” she explained, studying his 
remaining eye. 

 “Never—nuffink—I dint—” he babbled. “I dint tell no 
one about you! About the Lin Quei! Your secrets are safe 
with me, master!” 

 She crouched, level with him. “Now we‟re getting 
somewhere,” she said calmly. “I‟m not with the Lin Quei. 
But I think it‟s time you told me everything you know.” 

 “I never make contact—” Kano babbled. “There‟s this 
mysterious bloke who contacts me—” 

* 

 Cain prowled along the dock. The night was chill, but 
not cold, and the pale moon held court among restless 
clouds. This area of the docks was poorly lit, and Cain was 
nearly invisible as she approached the Hail Mary. She quietly 
mounted the portable stairs that had been pushed up against 
the high wall of the ship‟s hull. 

 Once on deck, she felt a ripple of unease pass through 
her; the stillness of the ship was almost aggressive, and she 
felt eyes upon her as she stepped away from the stairs, 
ducking under the police tape that restricted access to the 
ship. The clouds sailed away from the moon, bathing the 
scene in pale light. 

 Cain strolled out onto the deck, studying her 
surroundings. The police had been here, dusted for prints, 
taken pictures of everything. But she was sure she‟d find 
something they missed. She squatted on her haunches, and 
rubbed gently at the deck plating. A greasy soot came up on 
her fingers. She didn‟t need to sniff it to recognize a smoke-
bomb. Rising, she glanced around, and closed in on the door 
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leading into the ship. Her finger traced down a trio of slits in 
the wall. Shuriken. She glanced back along their trajectory. 
Probably more than three. Looking down, she saw the 
bloodstain on the deck. Yes. The slits in the wall were an 
inch deep. The blades had been thrown with superhuman 
skill and strength. 

 She opened her senses, and the caress of the night 
breeze intensified, the scent of corroded metal and salt water 
and oil jumped into sharp relief, the sounds of the ship 
resonated. Her eyes drifted half shut, and that‟s when she felt 
it. 

 A cold tide of fear still sloshed in the ship. Something 
wicked had happened here. Without needing explanation as 
to how she knew, she was deeply aware that blood sacrifices 
had been successful. Either there were more than a hundred 
people on this boat and some were killed, or all hundred 
didn‟t make it off the boat. For just a moment, her 
consciousness brushed something primal, something ancient, 
and a shudder unbalanced her— 

 Instinctively, she flung herself forward and smoothly 
rolled, popping up to her feet as shuriken punched into the 
wall behind her with metallic pings. Then her attacker was 
upon her—just a flicker of shadow warned of his charge, but 
it was more than enough for Cain. 

 Her fists shot out and pre-empted his kick and his strike, 
then she was around to the side of him, firing a blow into his 
ribs that carried him off his feet. She settled into a graceful, 
lethal poise, not yet drawing the dagger on her belt. The man 
she faced wore traditional ninja garb, with a gray tunic. She 
could not see his eyes. He regarded her for just a moment, 
then he gestured at the ground; with a hollow hiss, smoke 
gushed up around him, and he vanished. Cain took a step, 
then there was smoke behind her, and a blow thudded into 
the meat of her back, driving her forward and off balance. 
She sprang with the momentum of the hit, spinning mid-air 
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and coming down in the middle of the deck, looking around, 
seeing only smoke drifting away on the harbor breeze. 

 She dove to the side as smoke gushed up behind her, 
and her opponent lashed out with a kick, narrowly missing 
her. She popped up and flung her dagger at him, and his 
reflexes yanked him over to the side, out of the way. He 
gestured, then leaned back into a combat stance—and 
vanished. 

 Alarmed, Cain wasted no time. She closed her eyes, 
releasing distraction from her mind. 

 Of its own accord, her arm darted out to the side and 
gracefully parried an attack she could not see. She fired a kick 
after the block, and was rewarded to hear the thud and grunt 
of a direct hit. Her eyes drifted open lazily as she followed up 
the advantage, knocking another of her enemy‟s strikes away 
and driving her fingers at his throat. 

 His now-visible palm intercepted her strike, and all the 
knuckle joints on her first three fingers bent with the force 
the strike channeled; she heard a muffled Chinese curse, and 
the ninja sprang back, shaking his hand once. She couldn‟t 
help but smile. She settled into stance, and beckoned him. 

 A sudden rippling roar like that of a flag in a high wind 
distracted the two ninja. A figure shot up over the side of the 
ship, landing easily, his leather trench coat settling around 
him. He rose, whipping a straight length of steel, a ninja to, 
from its sheath. He faced them both, and his thick lips curled 
back from a smile full of too-bright teeth.  

 For a moment, Cain studied him, almost in spite of 
herself. His skin was rich and dark, tattooed with 
mesmerizing designs, and his hair was a short mat that had 
peculiar patterns shaved into it. He wore a flak vest under his 
leather trench coat, and she saw the glint of other weapons 
tucked about his person. He wore sunglasses, but she felt his 
eyes on her, taking in her simple black hunting garb, her 
youth, her skill. 
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 The other ninja glanced back and forth between them, 
then gestured at the deck and vanished in a blast of smoke. 

 “Who are you?” the newcomer demanded of Cain, his 
voice hoarse and grating. 

 She simply smiled at him, and she could feel the mystery 
she radiated. Then she sprang to the side, hand-planted off 
the deck, and propelled herself off the ship. She hit the steps 
leading down from the ship a level below the deck, and she 
sprinted down them. She heard the flapping of the 
newcomer‟s wind-blown trench coat again, and he slammed 
down on the quay as she sprang off the stairs. 

 “I‟m not finished with you,” he growled. 

 An inexplicable playfulness possessed Cain; she looked 
him in the eye, touched her finger to her lips to „ssh‟ him, 
and she sprang back. Darting into the shadows by the cargo 
containers the police had unloaded, she focused her mind 
and pretended to become lighter than mere flesh, too 
insubstantial to stop light. As she focused her discipline, she 
darted and dashed through the maze, then settled with her 
back to a container and sank into mediation. 

 When she rose from her meditation, he was long gone. 

* 

 “It‟s still an hour until dawn,” Luthor said quietly. He 
wore silk pajamas and a velvet house robe. His vast bed was 
only slightly tousled. His scalp gleamed as he poured himself 
a mug of hot chocolate. 

 “I knew you‟d be up,” Elektra said simply, not a trace of 
apology in her tone. “I found Kano.” 

 “And?” Luthor said, not surprised in the least. 

 “The Black Dragon gang was contracted by a clan of 
ninja, the Lin Quei. Kano doesn‟t know much, but I heard 
about them when I worked for the Hand. They usually 
restrict their activity to Asia, but they‟ve got a nasty 
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reputation there. Based somewhere in China. They are 
legendary for their mastery of mystical ninja arts. They are 
supposed to be some of the finest assassins in the world.” 

 “Interesting,” Luthor murmured, letting his eyes drift 
half closed as he considered the possibilities. 

 “Kano will no doubt tell them I visited him,” Elektra 
said as she examined her fingernails. “I shouldn‟t have to 
seek them out. It would probably be best if I kept my 
distance from you for a while.” She looked him in the eye. 
“In case they take exception to my curiosity. Ninja can be 
funny about that.” 

 A smile touched Luthor‟s features. “I like the way you 
think,” he said. “See what you can find out. Don‟t get killed, 
I‟ve gotten fond of you.” 

 The window to his bedroom clicked as it closed. Luthor 
and Elektra turned to see Cain standing in the shadows. She 
came forward, and Elektra crossed the room to stand before 
her. 

 “Let‟s see what you‟ve been up to, little one,” she 
whispered with a smile. She touched Cain‟s cheek, turning 
her head slightly. Leaning in, Elektra breathed Cain‟s air, 
looked her in the eye. Cain raised her hand to touch Elektra‟s 
hand on her cheek, and for a moment the two ninja were 
very close. Elektra breathed deep, then leaned back, looking 
slightly puzzled. She turned to Luthor. 

 “Cain went to the ship, found evidence that ninja fought 
there. It was a bad place; some kind of dark magic went 
down. She‟s very perceptive.” Elektra paused. “Two ninja 
showed up. One was guarding the ship. He was able to move 
through space, attacking through smoke. That seems to fit 
with the Lin Quei talents I‟ve heard about. As for the other,” 
she continued, looking to Cain, “it was a black man wearing 
armor, kind of an American ninja. Very strong. Not fully 
human.” 
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 “Not with the Lin Quei?” Luthor asked, interested. 
“Perhaps we have more than one ninja clan here.” His smile 
widened. “I forget. Cain, are you a ninja as well?” 

 “Among other things,” Elektra answered for her. “She 
has mastered many martial arts, and ninjitsu is among them.” 

 “I see,” Luthor murmured. “Well, sounds like we‟ve got 
an interesting puzzle to work through. You‟ve done well, 
ladies,” he said with a nod. “I‟ll consider our next step and be 
in touch.” 

 Cain bowed, then slipped out through the window. 
Elektra just smiled at him, and strolled out into the hallway. 

 Luthor‟s smile became calculating. 

 “Ninja clans,” he murmured to himself. “Intriguing.” 

* 

 The blonde man stroked his long goatee to a jaunty 
point, and a smile curved across his handsome features. 
Leaning forward, he lined up with his pool cue. 

 “Remember, lads,” he said, “double or nothing. Your 
idea.” 

 “No way you can clear the table,” sneered a neckless 
thug, leaning on his pool cue. His increasingly surly crowd of 
friends agreed, muttering darkly. 

 The blonde man just grinned, an expression more fitting 
on a shark, and he fired a shot into the cue ball. It 
rebounded, curving across the felt as it frantically spun; it 
tapped one ball, shot off it and rebounded from the felt again 
to knock into another ball, hit a third as a rolling ball nudged 
another and was deflected into a pocket. Four solids cleared, 
five stripes still untouched on the table. 

 The man rose to his full height, his ripped torso flexing 
as he tapped his stick on the floor decisively. “Well, 
gentlemen, a bet is a bet. I believe that four hundred dollars 
is mine.” His smile was infuriating with self-satisfaction. 
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“Now, before we finish our business,” he said to the six men 
around the table, their faces grown ugly with frustrated rage, 
“I ask again: is there a short, ugly, smelly, obnoxious Chinese 
dude doing the same thing in this neighborhood?” 

 The mood crystallized, and the biggest thug, directly 
behind the cocky shootist, silently radiated fury. 

 “Don‟t,” the goateed man said with a daredevil grin, his 
head cocked slightly to the side. Somehow, it was already too 
late. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 He chuckled as the thug lunged for him; sidestepping, 
he jabbed his pool cue into the side of the man‟s throat. 
Choking, the big man staggered and crashed down through a 
table. The other five cornered the pool shark. 

 “Honestly, this isn‟t fair,” the lean man protested. He 
tossed his pool cue to the side. “Still not fair, but better,” he 
said reflectively. 

 They sprang at him, and he sighed, amused. Ducking, he 
snatched one man and rebalanced him, dumping him into his 
friends. For a moment, they were staggered. He fired a 
punch into one man‟s breath, knocking it clean out of him, 
and a kick shot up with startling power and flexibility. 
Another man sailed back, teeth spraying from his jaw, and he 
crashed down on his back on the pool table. One thug 
reached for the dervish, and the goateed man snatched his 
wrist and tugged him so he stumbled; still holding the wrist, 
he fired a kick into the thug‟s chest, dislocating his arm with 
a meaty crunch. 

 He easily stepped away from the confusion. One man 
gasped and choked on the floor, another screamed, clutching 
his face and his broken teeth, one was bawling on the floor 
as he cradled his unresponsive arm, and a fourth was on his 
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hands and knees, desperately trying to coax air into his 
shocked lungs. 

 “Somehow, I don‟t think two to one odds are in your 
favor here, but if you still want a piece, I‟ll have to warn you 
the gloves are off,” the lean man said apologetically, his eyes 
fearless as he considered the two remaining thugs with some 
fight in them. “You,” he said to the one on the left, “will 
permanently lose the use of your right knee. And you,” he 
said to the one on the right, “will go through the plate glass 
window. Because I like the effect. Very cinematic.” He 
smiled broadly. “My money.” 

 Eyeing him darkly, and with more than a little fear, one 
of the men reached into his pocket and dragged out a wad of 
bills. He slapped it down on the table, and the shark scooped 
it up and thumbed through it. 

 “Always a pleasure doing business with you,” he said 
politely. “You sure you don‟t remember the Chinese guy. 
This sort of thing is hard to forget.” They stared at him 
unresponsively, and he shrugged. Stepping over a groaning 
thug, he headed for the door. 

 The bartender almost asked who was going to pay for 
the table. Then he eyed the disabled gang in the corner, and 
thought better of it. 

 The scrapper picked up the large gym bag he had 
brought in with him, and he was almost to the door when a 
shadow stepped in the doorway. 

 “Excuse me, friend, but you‟re in my way,” the man 
with the goatee said mildly. 

 “What do you want with Stick?” growled the tall, dark 
man in a leather trench coat. He wore his sunglasses even in 
the dimness of the bar. The coat was open, revealing the flak 
vest beneath. 

 “That depends,” the other man replied. “Who are you?” 

 “Stick saved me. Trained me,” the other man muttered. 
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 “So what‟s your ninja play-name?” bantered the blonde. 
“Frown?” 

 “I‟m Blade,” he replied. “The only reason you‟re not on 
the floor right now is because I recognize your moves. Stick 
taught you, alright. What do you want with him?” 

 “Perhaps we should discuss this outside?” the other man 
suggested, glancing at the bar full of people hanging on their 
every word. Blade scanned the room, then abruptly turned 
and strode out. The smiling man followed him, and a 
moment later they were walking down the sidewalk. 

 “Now I‟m getting somewhere,” the pool shark said 
warmly. 

 “Why are you here?” Blade demanded. 

 “I‟m a bit of a wanderer,” the other man said. “Stick 
sent me a note, that he needed to see me. I got it a year late, 
and it took me some time to work my way back to New 
York. He seems to have disappeared in the interim.” 

 “What‟s your name?” Blade looked away. 

 “Oliver Queen.” 

 “Your real name,” the ninja said harshly. 

 “Oh, that. Well, Stick called me Arrow.” Oliver grinned. 
“I‟m an archer. I enjoy telling people a blind man taught me 
to shoot.” 

 Blade detoured down the alley. “Show me,” he growled. 

 Arrow rolled his eyes. “Fine,” he said, and he knelt, 
unzipping the gym bag. He pulled a hinged shortbow out. He 
swiftly assembled it, and drew an arrow from the quiver in 
the bag. “Paint the target.” 

 Blade‟s hand dipped into his coat and popped out 
flinging a shuriken, a glint of light spinning down the 
alleyway as Arrow drew and fired in a smooth, muscular flex. 
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 The arrow snapped into a brick wall. The shuriken 
dangled from it, the shaft through its center hole. 

 “Not bad,” Blade shrugged.” 

 “That‟s it? That‟s the test?” Arrow rolled his eyes again. 
“Okay. So now that I have ninja street cred with Tall, Dark, 
and Scary, you gonna tell me where Stick is or what?” He 
dismantled the bow, tucking it into the gym bag, ignoring 
Blade‟s look of distaste. 

 “Call me Blade,” the big ninja muttered. “Stick is dead.” 

 “What?” Arrow said, standing tall, startled. “That‟s not 
possible.” 

 “Everyone dies,” Blade gritted out, “even ninja masters. 
He fought a monster. Got his heart ripped clean out.” 

 “Stick has been dead before,” Arrow said doubtfully. 
“You are his student. You should know that he dies from 
time to time to take a vacation.” He shook his head. “Serves 
me right for globe trotting. Was he avenged, at least?” 
Something forlorn had crept into his voice. 

 “Yes,” Blade nodded. 

 “Well then, I guess I‟ll be on my way,” Arrow said, 
hefting his bag. “A pleasure to meet you, Blade,” he added, 
but he didn‟t extend his hand. 

 “Wait,” Blade said. “There‟s something going on at the 
docks. I saw a pair of ninja fighting there. And there are 
heavy traces of dark magic. Something is going on. I sense 
it‟s something big. The stink of it drew me to investigate.” 

 “Excellent,” Arrow nodded. “Keep you in shape. A big 
strapping lad like you needs loads of ninja combat and dark-
magic-stopping as part of a balanced diet.” He adjusted the 
weight of his gym bag. “Good luck,” he said sincerely. 

 Blade stepped forward and gripped his arm, and Arrow 
let him. Blade leaned close. 
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 “You know as well as I do that if Stick was still alive, he 
would have baited you and tricked you into helping me,” 
Blade said, hoarse. “I don‟t do subtle. But I need your help, 
and I‟ll be damned before I beg.” His eyes were bright 
behind the sunglasses, his grip was cold and unnaturally 
strong. 

 “Not bad,” Arrow said, shrugging Blade‟s grip off his 
arm. “Good energy, poor form, a little shaky on the 
dismount. I give it a six.” 

 “What?” Blade demanded, wincing with irritation. 

 Arrow sighed. “I mean, you‟re right. In case Stick is still 
out there somewhere, or dead and watching me, I have to 
admit that you‟re right. He would railroad me into helping you 
against dark magic. Reminds me of the time he and I tackled 
that nest of vampires and dire wraiths.” He shook his head. 
“Good times. Anyway. I‟ll do this one thing with you, then 
that will balance the bad karma of being late with Stick‟s 
summons. Sound good?” 

 “Your karma is your own business,” Blade said stiffly, 
and he turned and stalked back out of the alley. 

 “You‟re going to be a joy to work with, I can tell,” 
Arrow sighed. He glanced around, then ran down the alley, 
sprang up to a dumpster, and bounded high enough to catch 
the shaft of the arrow stuck in the wall. He pulled it clear, 
palmed the shuriken, and hopped down. 

 “Some things,” he muttered, “you don‟t leave laying 
around for the neighborhood kids to play with.” 

 He followed Blade, disappearing into New York‟s tide 
of humanity. 

 

Friday, October 21, 2005 

 The only thing that moved in the sunlit apartment was 
the slow curl of smoke rising from the incense. The room 
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was dim and heady with the pungent odor. Elektra sat 
motionless in the lotus position, her mind clear, and she 
simply was. Sweat beaded on her chest and face and arms; she 
wore a sports bra and biker shorts. The sun heated the 
apartment until it felt like a sauna. 

 Her eyes lazily drifted open. “Have you come to kill 
me?” she asked quietly. 

 The incense swirled under the force of a puff of air. 
Something moved. The temperature began falling, and 
Elektra‟s skin contracted with a sudden chill. 

 She spun around and up in cat stance, facing off with 
the two men that stood in the hallway, noiselessly waiting to 
be noticed. Still the temperature fell. Both men wore the 
black bodysuits and tight hoods of the ninja. One wore a 
blue tabard, the other wore a yellow silk tabard. Impassive, 
they watched her. The one in blue had deep and weirdly dark 
eyes, and the one in yellow seemed blind; his eyes were all 
whites, no irises or pupils. 

 “I‟ve fought blind ninja before,” Elektra said wryly. “Do 
you have a message, or shall we have a match?” 

 She dove to the side as the ninja in yellow reached back 
to his belt and flung a weighted chain at her. As she slid 
away, the chain weight fired through where she had been a 
moment before, slamming into the wall with a thud, and the 
ninja skillfully retracted the weight. Elektra‟s dive became a 
graceful cartwheel, and she popped up in combat stance as 
the other ninja sprang at her. 

 Strikes darted at her as she slid around and away from 
them, fluid and instinctive. He lashed out with punches, 
kicks, and grabs, but she managed to stay out of his lethal 
hands. She lost track of the yellow-clad ninja, then he was 
behind her; she had nowhere to go, and he snatched the back 
of her neck. 

 No time. Elektra shot her elbow back, feeling the 
armored face mask of the ninja snap, and she twisted enough 
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to whip a kick up into his knee. His grip flexed slightly, and 
she was free and spinning with a sweep that took him off his 
feet; she kept going, whirling out of the way as the blue-clad 
ninja descended upon her again. 

 She twirled, a devastating spinning kick whipping out at 
the ninja with the blue tabard. He blocked it with both 
forearms; felt like kicking cold steel, but he was knocked 
back anyway. He flipped, landing easily on his feet, but 
Elektra was driven away as she deflected a brutal assault 
from the other ninja. He now used the other end of the 
weighted chain; a diamond-shaped blade on a harpoon. He 
twirled and lashed at her, and she ducked away from the 
swipes, her eyes unfocused. She twisted clear of another 
drive with the weighted chain, and her backflip squared her 
off with both ninja. 

 Slightly breathless, she was gratified to sense their 
surprise at her skill. A smile filled her face with wicked glee. 

 Surely you’re not spent, she thought at them in the Silent 
Speech. Their eyes narrowed, and she knew that they were 
practiced in using the Silent Speech with each other. 

 The ninja in yellow flung his harpoon at her, and she 
snatched the haft out of the air as she spun. The chain 
wrapped around her waist once as she closed in, attacking 
unexpectedly; her foot shot into the ninja‟s gut, knocking 
him back, and a reverse sweep surprised the ninja in blue, 
driving him back a few steps as she pounced. She slammed 
into the spear-wielding ninja, tumbling over the couch to 
crash down on the floor, and her hand shot down. 

 Bone crunched in his chest as his flesh yielded to her 
merciless thrust. Her fingers were hooked into talons as she 
reached through mere meat and ribs, her grip seeking his—
his heart— 

 Gasping, she yanked her hand back as she rolled off 
him. Smoke roiled up from his chest, and from her burned 
fingers. Her skin was already blistering. 
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 Implacable, the downed ninja rose. His tabard charred, 
and his broken chest radiated unnatural heat. His breached 
flesh shimmered with cinders. 

 “You‟re dead,” Elektra whispered hoarsely, eyes wild. 
“Alright,” she snarled, “gloves are off.” She took a step back 
and snatched her ninja to from where it leaned against the 
wall, flinging the scabbard aside so the light shone on the 
straight blade. 

 “Wait,” the ninja in blue said simply. He bowed to her, 
tucking one fist into the other hand‟s open palm. “You have 
fought well,” he said simply. “Our jonin wanted to be sure 
you were a master before we spoke with you.” 

 “Talk fast,” she said through her teeth, her eyes still 
unfocused and ready to react to any attack. 

 “Our jonin would meet with you. Tomorrow, Battery 
Park, by the eagle statue. Eleven in the morning.” 

 “Why should I want to meet with him?” Elektra 
demanded. 

 “You seek answers. About the captives aboard the boat. 
About the battle that night.” The ninja in blue paused. “Our 
jonin can answer your questions.” 

 What do I call you two? she asked in the Silent Speech. 

 I am Ice, the ninja in blue replied. 

 Spear. The other ninja‟s silent voice throbbed with 
otherworldly power. 

 Elektra nodded. “I am Silent,” she said. “And I‟ll see 
you tomorrow at eleven.” 

 Ice gestured, and a weird, freezing mist swirled up 
around him. Ice spattered out of the column, and Elektra 
flinched for just a moment. 

 They were gone. 

* 
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 The sinking sun flared across the banks of windows in 
the tall buildings that lined the street. A chorus of car horns 
and angry voices rose from the grid-locked traffic jam. 
Elektra unerringly approached a sleek black limousine with 
tinted windows. 

 She rapped on the glass once, and the door lock clicked. 
She opened the door and slung down into the deep leather 
seat opposite Lex Luthor. He held his cell phone to his ear, 
and he watched her with a slightly distracted and amused air. 

 “Your new equipment suits you,” Luthor said into the 
phone. “Yes, Carmen. A pleasure doing business. Indeed.” 
He snapped his cell phone shut, and regarded Elektra. “Make 
yourself at home.” 

 “Your phone was busy,” she shrugged, “so I came to 
find you. The ninja made contact.” 

 “And?” Luthor prompted, eyes lazily drifting half shut. 

 “They‟ll meet me, tomorrow, in Battery Park by the 
eagle statue.” Elektra leaned back. “They offered me 
information on the battle the night your suits were 
impounded.” 

 “I want to go with you,” Luthor said. “I want to meet 
these ninja in person.” 

 “They didn‟t forbid me to bring anyone,” Elektra said, 
“but these guys are good. I may not be able to protect you.” 

 His eyebrow raised. “Tell me about this contact they 
made with you.” 

 “Full contact,” she shrugged. “I think we were all pulling 
our punches. I don‟t want to see what they can do when 
they‟re going for the kill.” 

 “Maybe I do,” Luthor said softly. “They intrigue me. I 
have several projects that could use a lighter touch.” He 
regarded her. “You‟re one of a kind. And I could use more 
than one. I‟m sure you understand.” 
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 “I think I do,” she agreed, looking out the window of 
the car. “I‟ll see you tomorrow.” She opened the door and 
rose up out of the car, slamming the door behind herself, 
blending into the deepening shadows of the city. 

 Mercy glanced in the rearview, making eye contact with 
Luthor. “You hit a nerve, sir,” she said. 

 Luthor just smiled to himself, his mind far away. 

 

CHAPTER FOUR 

 Remy sat with his back to the wall, smoking a thin black 
cheroot. He watched the door, and the trace of a smile 
touched his face as the door opened to admit the stocky man 
with wild dark hair, toting a large manila envelope. 

 “Logan, my friend,” Remy said. “You have someting for 
me, no?” 

 “Somethin, sure, but no guarantees,” Logan muttered. 
He sat opposite Remy, slapping the envelope down. “It‟s not 
conclusive, but it‟s the best Stark‟s people could find. We‟ll 
start with the easy stuff. The mystery woman you‟re looking 
for,” Logan said, opening the envelope and rooting around 
in it. “I had the tax records of the Manchester Academy 
checked, and there was a woman employed there named 
Marie Saint, age twenty five. I called one of the janitorial staff 
who used to work there, and he confirmed she was a looker 
with brown hair and a white stripe. That‟s your girl.” 

 “Tank you, mon ami,” Remy said seriously. “Any idea 
where she be?” 

 “That‟s the tricky part, where we get into guesswork,” 
Logan sighed. “I asked Stark about the sort of specialized 
equipment that would be needed to rebuild Cerebro, and he 
gave me a list of some of the parts. I had some techs comb 
the industry looking for orders for these parts, companies 
that might sell them. Found a place where some of the parts 
were shipped. It‟s a shot in the dark, but there‟s a tiny little 
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town that gets some of this equipment, and there‟s no reason 
I can see for it.” 

 “De suspense, she be killing me,” Remy muttered. 

 “Penderton, Arizona,” Logan said gruffly. “I did some 
calling around, and the local coffeeshop says that sometimes 
big shipments come in, and a pretty girl with brown hair and 
a white streak drives a semi in and collects it, then drives out 
into the desert.” 

 “I owe you one, Logan,” Remy said, blinking. “A big 
one. You really came tru for me.” 

 “Need a ride out there?” Logan asked, eyeing the Cajun. 
“Could be dangerous. If one a them psychers sees you 
coming, like Frost or Xavier, you‟ll be done before you 
start.” 

 “Dis is someting I gotta do alone,” Remy said, rising. 
“Tanks all de same.” 

 Logan shrugged. “Good luck, kid,” he said. Remy 
flashed him a smile, then turned on his heel and strode out 
of the café, his coat flaring behind him. 

 “Kids these days,” Logan muttered, shaking his head. 
Then he ordered himself a coffee. 

PART TWO: LOOSE ENDS 

Saturday, October 22, 2005 

 The big eagle statue seemed to lurk in the morning 
sunlight. Two men stood by its base. One was pale and 
Caucasian, dressed in a turtleneck and slacks and a sport 
jacket, wearing trendy reflective sunglasses and looking casual 
as he patiently waited. The other man, also pale, wore a 
broad-rimmed hat and long sleeves, sunglasses, his hat tilted 
so that no sunlight touched his pallid Asian skin. He did not 
fidget, but he did look extremely uncomfortable as he waited 
in the shadow of the statue. 
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 An attractive couple approached. Elektra wore jeans and 
a tee shirt, and Luthor‟s pressed shirt and khakis gave him a 
refined but comfortable look. Both wore sunglasses. They 
reached the statue, facing the two men that waited there. 

 Ice, Spear, Elektra said in the Silent Speech. Is the Jonin 
here? 

 He waits for us by the water, Ice replied. He smiled slightly, 
and turned to Luthor. “Those are nice guns,” he said. 

 “Excuse me?” Luthor said. 

 “I especially like the infrared scope. To target us even 
through smoke,” Ice clarified, reaching over to the statue and 
hefting up a sniper rifle that had leaned against its base. 
“That‟s the sort of touch that makes it special.” He handed 
the gun to Luthor with half a grin. 

 “I suppose I should have known better,” Luthor 
conceded, taking the rifle. “I hope you didn‟t kill any of my 
men.” 

 “There was no need. They didn‟t see what hit them,” Ice 
shrugged. “We left two of your snipers in place. They are 
watching us now. They don‟t know anything is wrong, we 
put a couple of our men in for those we incapacitated, to 
check in on the tactical network. Actually, the jonin is 
pleased that you managed to position snipers. He likes 
caution in those he works with.” 

 “Is he here?” Luthor asked, looking around. 

 “Follow me,” Ice said. He headed off to the side, 
followed by Spear, Elektra, and Luthor. He strolled down the 
broad steps, and headed to the end of the concrete pier by 
the bay. A bench overlooked the water, and a trim, elegant 
Chinese man watched the world go by. He looked up with a 
charming smile, his hair was slicked back and his eyes bright. 

 “Hello, hello,” he said, rising. “You must be Luthor,” he 
said, extending his hand for an American handshake. Luthor 
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shook hands with him. “It is good to see you in person,” the 
jonin said. He was handsome, athletic, and charming. 

 “Likewise,” Luthor said. “My colleague tells me 
flattering things about your associates,” he added. “I was 
wondering if perhaps you were interested in some contract 
work.” 

 “From time to time,” the other man shrugged. “You can 
call me Saki. I invited Elektra here because she had some 
questions about a confrontation on the docks a week or so 
ago.” 

 “I had a sensitive shipment that was affected by your 
battle,” Luthor agreed. 

 “But now? You have it all sorted out, yes? No harm 
done?” Saki eyed him closely. 

 “That‟s right,” Luthor said. “I am not in the habit of 
letting setbacks stop me. That brings us back around to the 
subject at hand. What do you know about the Grand Master 
of the Seventh Seal?” 

 “Nothing, until after the fight,” Saki admitted. “I did 
some checking. The Illuminati, as they style themselves.” 

 “I had the Grand Master killed once,” Lex said calmly. 

 “Sometimes you have to be persistent,” Saki said 
sympathetically as he darted a glance at Spear, who watched 
impassively. 

 “Eliminating him serves both our interests,” Luthor 
continued. “How can it best be done?” 

 Saki considered him. “I imagine the surest way to attract 
him out of hiding would be to replicate the ritual we 
undertook on the docks that night. I believe it drew them 
into conflict. If we repeat it, they will probably reprise their 
cavalry charge.” 

 “Ritual?” Luthor asked mildly. 
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 “We sacrificed a hundred souls before they arrived,” 
Saki shrugged. “We need a hundred more to finish our task. 
If you provide us with human sacrifices, then we can see to it 
that this Illuminati group will trouble you no more. Last time 
we were caught off guard. This time we‟ll be ready for them.” 

 “Last time I dealt with them, I had their leader killed. 
Now I want them all dead,” Luthor clarified. He cocked his 
head to the side. “Can you do that?” 

 “We can,” Saki nodded. “You aren‟t a little curious 
about our ritual?” 

 “I don‟t believe in magic,” Luthor said with a small 
smile. “I can get you a hundred people no one will miss, and 
in exchange you finish the Illuminati for me. There‟s a bonus 
in it if you do the job right.” 

 Saki smiled broadly. “A pleasure doing business with 
you, Lex Luthor,” he said. “We‟ll be in touch through her.” 
He nodded at Elektra, then he dusted himself off, turned, 
and headed down the walkway and up the stairs. Spear and 
Ice followed him, and Luthor was alone with Elektra. 

 “Interesting,” Luthor murmured. Then he looked at 
Elektra, and his eyes narrowed. “Are you alright?” 

 She smiled, tense, struggling. “Luthor,” she said. I don‟t 
like it.” Something cold nested in her stomach as she 
replayed the conversation in her mind. “This is dangerous.” 

 “We have to take risks to get what we want,” Luthor 
reminded her. 

 “I don‟t mean dangerous to us,” she said tightly. “I 
mean dangerous in the larger sense. To New York. To the 
world.” 

 Luthor smiled to himself. “Ninja magic, hm.” 

 “I have no problem with killing individuals or packs of 
thugs,” Elektra continued. “But this is next level. Herding a 
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hundred human sacrifices together?” She controlled the 
amount of shock that found its way into her tone. 

 Luthor shrugged, his hands in his pockets, and he 
looked out over the water. “I‟ll hire a hand-picked crew from 
my security forces through a double blind, for off-duty work. 
Round up the homeless, take them to a processing center. 
My men won‟t know who they‟re working for. Neither will 
the processing center. The homeless will get cleaned up, and 
sent to another facility, where they‟ll be given good food, a 
bed of their own, and easy work. When I have a hundred, 
and we hear from Saki, then the homeless people will be told 
that it‟s time for a field trip.” He looked Elektra in the eye. “I 
have a dedicated core of contracted personnel that I can 
bring in for the deed itself,” he explained. 

 “You just came up with that?” Elektra said, not meeting 
his eyes, scanning the horizon. 

 Luthor considered her. “Yes,” he said. “I wonder. Do 
you think it‟s wrong for animal shelters to euthanize an 
overabundance of strays?” 

 “It‟s not the same thing,” she muttered. 

 “Of course not,” Luthor shrugged, “but it‟s damn close. 
A human life is priceless. Therefore, it‟s normally difficult to 
barter with,” he said with slightly crooked amusement. 
“Don‟t worry. You don‟t need to be any more involved in 
that part of the operation than you want to be. I have other 
staff for that. Shall we go?” He headed for the stairs. 

 A moment later, she followed him. 

 Fear trickled through her, chilly, and she felt her balance 
shift. 

 

Tuesday, October 25, 2005 

 The bearded man leaned over the diner countertop, his 
muscled arms propping his head up. He stared into the 
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fading foam of his half-full glass of beer, morosely 
considering the merits of the relative fullness and emptiness 
of the cup. His hair wasn‟t trimmed, and he looked weary. 
An eyepatch gave him the look of a slightly sinister cowboy, 
in jeans and a tee shirt. 

 He glanced over at the door as a trucker headed out, 
running into a thin man that was strolling into the diner. The 
bearded man‟s eye widened, and he sat up, as he heard the 
thin man apologize profusely with a Cajun accent, then duck 
into the diner. He recognized the mop of untended hair, the 
long and nimble fingers, the roguish landscape of his shifty 
face. Remy LeBeau fanned bills in his grip, then tucked them 
away, smiling to himself. The bearded man wondered how 
far the trucker would get before he realized he had been 
pick-pocketed. 

 Remy‟s eyes fell on him, and a smile lit up the Cajun‟s 
face. He strode directly over. 

 “Fury!” he said. “Long time, no chase! You here on 
business?” he asked skeptically, eyeing Fury‟s casual wear. 

 “I been out a the military for a long time now,” Fury 
replied, eye narrowed. “I‟m a private citizen now, same as 
you. Only more respectable,” he added with a note of 
distaste. 

 “So, you just „Nick‟ now that you be out of de Project?” 
Remy asked with a wide smile as he perched on the stool 
next to Fury. 

 “You can call me Fury,” he replied uncomfortably. “The 
past is the past, and I don‟t want to revisit it any more than 
you do.” 

 “But de past is when everyting happened to me,” Remy 
replied with a note of glee. “How be de Project dese days?” 
he asked, knowing the answer. 

 “You can quit looking over your shoulder,” Fury 
shrugged. “My contacts tell me it was destroyed.” 
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 “Your contacts?” Remy pressed. 

 “I left before it fell apart,” Fury shrugged. “Like I said. 
I‟m respectable now.” He scowled at Remy, as though daring 
him to disagree. “What the hell are you doing out here in the 
middle of nowhere?” 

 “Looking for somebody,” Remy confided. “A woman. 
Beautiful. She have dark hair, brown, wit a white stripe in it. 
Southern accent.” He flagged down the waitress. “A beer for 
me, one for my frien,” he said. He turned back to Fury. 
“Have you seen dis person? She prolly drive a semi here to 
pick up supplies.” 

 “Why should I tell you a damn thing?” Fury growled. 

 “I am buying you a beer,” Remy pointed out. “If I can 
let bygones be bygones for all de times you chase me aroun, 
like de time you send people to trash my house in de bayou, 
den why can‟t you remember an ol frien?” 

 “Maybe we can help each other,” Fury said gruffly, 
glancing away. “I‟m here lookin fer somebody too.” He 
frowned. “I think they‟re in the same place, your woman and 
the guy I‟m after.” 

 “Tell me more,” Remy said as his stomach lurched with 
excitement. 

 “When I was in charge of the Project, one of the 
operatives assigned to me was Forge. He‟s into cybers. Has a 
metal arm, a metal leg.” 

 “Forge,” Remy said, his forehead creased with 
concentration. “I heard dat somewhere before.” 

 “You‟d like him, he defected from the Project too,” 
Fury said as he rubbed his eyepatch absently. “Anyway, we 
teamed up to pull some crazy schemes, then we sort of 
drifted apart. We refitted a hidden base in the hills outside 
town, though. Forge did the security systems. He was great 
with security.” 
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 “Dat‟s it!” Remy crowed. “I remember where I met him! 
Covert op, years ago.” He blinked. “He was prolly working 
for de Project den,” he murmured to himself, awed. “Small 
world.” 

 “He helped you get out of the Institute,” Fury said 
sourly. “I forgot all about that.” He took a deep draught of 
his beer. 

 “It was a lifetime ago,” Remy shrugged. “Anyway. 
Forge.” 

 “I have no idea what‟s going on,” Fury admitted, “and if 
the security systems we put in place are being monitored, this 
old soldier isn‟t going to be able to sneak in to the base to 
look around. But when Forge re-activated the security 
system, he put in the code that means he‟s complying under 
duress. And that activated an alert in New York, where I‟m 
based. So I came out to see if I could help a friend, and I find 
out this group has moved in out there. They get regular 
shipments,” he said, nodding at a semi trailer parked outside. 
“Your girl should be along any time now. Tomorrow at the 
latest.” 

 “I will go wit her and see if I can figure out what be 
wrong with Forge,” Remy assured Fury. “You jus stay put an 
don worry bout it.” 

 “Be careful,” Fury said. “I have a bad feeling on this 
one. I think there‟s a lot more going on out there than 
anyone suspects. There are lights in the desert at night, from 
their working, and they‟ve got quite a few people squirreled 
away. I think they might all be, you know, gifted. From what I 
hear. And that‟s precious little.”  

 Remy chuckled. “I don know how to be careful, mon 
ami,” he said. “But I do my best.”  

 “I was thinking about stowing away,” Fury admitted. 
“Maybe you could try that.” 

 “I will ride in style, in de front, wit my lady,” Remy said. 
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 “Well don‟t do anything heroic out there. Find out what 
you can and report back,” Fury growled. “Then we can come 
up with an informed plan. Got it?” 

 “Understood,” Remy nodded. “Go in, have a look 
around, an come back. Dat‟s too simple to screw up.” 

 

CHAPTER FIVE 

 They separated from the night, striding across the street. 
Blade‟s long coat unfurled behind him, and his body armor 
was as unapologetic as the gun butts thrust forward under his 
arms and the cold scowl locked on his face. Arrow‟s golden 
hair was tousled, ignored, and his goatee slid to a point. He 
wore a bomber jacket, and a bow was slung on his back 
crosswise, his quiver strapped in place slung the other way. 
His unfastened driving gloves flexed as he balled his hands 
into fists. 

 Two bouncers frowned at them as they approached. 
Then Blade and Arrow were upon them. 

 “You‟re not on the list,” the first bouncer said before 
Blade drove his fist across the man‟s head, sending him 
crashing into the wall. As the bouncer slid down, senseless, 
Arrow flashed a grin full of teeth at the other bouncer, who 
went for his gun. Arrow snatched his bent elbow and spun 
the startled bouncer around, then he hopped up and kicked 
him in the small of the back, sending him flying into the 
ornamental lamp that jutted out of the wall. The bouncer 
dropped without a sound. 

 Inside the nightclub, Blade and Arrow paused to look 
around. Then Blade‟s scowl firmed up, and he strode across 
the dance floor towards an exclusive semi-circular booth. 

 Two bodyguards flanked the booth, and two women 
fawned on the laughing man in the center. Other hangers-on 
were present, but dismissed in the minds of the ninja who 
closed in on their target. 
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 The mass of dancers before the table ebbed and flowed, 
but the ninja‟s target became suddenly aware of two men 
facing him unmoving. His smile faded. 

 The ninja exploded into violence. Arrow flicked 
something at one of the bodyguards; flash powder crackled 
in his face, staining him with powderburn, and he staggered 
back gagging. Arrow stepped over to the other bodyguard 
and snatched his gun out of his hand, spinning it around and 
slamming the gun butt down over one eye socket. As the 
bodyguard slumped, the target ripped a pair of guns out and 
leaned forward, rising. Blade drove his fist down on the side 
of the table closest to him, shoving it towards the man in the 
booth and popping the other side up. It caught him in the 
chin, sending him up and over, and his head whacked back 
against the wall of the booth. 

 His female companions had ducked under the table, and 
they kicked it back at Blade. He slid back, startled by the 
attack, and they rose up with submachine guns, fury in their 
eyes as they opened fire at him. Blade dove sidelong, and 
Arrow sprang at the women. He snatched the first 
submachine gun, body-checking one woman into the other, 
and all of them crashed down in a heap along with the dazed 
man they protected. 

 The bodyguard with a flash burn on his face was back in 
the fight, and Blade rolled up to his feet with a gun in each 
hand. The bodyguard shouted as he lined up his pistol on the 
ninja, but Blade moved faster; his unsilenced hand cannons 
bucked, and the bodyguard sailed back into a pillar, dead. 
The two stunned women scrambled for their guns before 
Blade blew them away. 

 “Christ!” Arrow shouted. “What the hell are you 
doing?” 

 Blade holstered one of his guns, and in three strides he 
reached the man they had come to collect. He snatched him 
and hauled him up, over his shoulder, and he turned towards 
the exit. Then he hesitated, raised his gun, and fired a slug 
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through the head of the unconscious bodyguard in the 
wreckage of the table. He looked Arrow in the eye, saying 
nothing, then he jogged for the exit carrying their victim. 

 Six uncertain bouncers closed in on the scene of 
carnage. Arrow ignored them, rage and disbelief mixing in his 
features as he watched his partner make his escape. His fine-
tuned hearing could pick out sirens over the thudding bass of 
the club‟s music. He shook his head in wonder as the 
bouncers fanned out, unwilling to let him escape and unsure 
of his reaction if they engaged him. 

 Arrow reached into his coat. “Well, that‟s that,” he said 
through his teeth, and he flung a glass globe at the corpses 
and the wreckage of the table. It shattered, the internal 
partitions flying apart and mixing the chemicals— 

 As the flame flashed over the wreck and corpses, Arrow 
ducked back and turned, vanishing into the crowd. Panic 
flared through the club, and the management suddenly had 
their hands full. Arrow slipped out the back door with the 
rest of the patrons, but he sprang at a fire escape and made 
his way to the roof next door. 

 Blade crouched over the groggy man he had carried out 
of the nightclub. His guns were put away, but he held his 
ninja to, point on the roof, gripped tightly. The street lights 
reflected from the clouds gave the rooftop a smoky glow. 

 “Wake up, dirtbag,” Blade said, and he rose to his full 
height. Then he drove his sword down, precisely through the 
man‟s shoulder joint, pinning him to the roof. The victim let 
out a healthy scream, and Blade gazed down at him, 
passionless. 

 The scream ran out of air. Blade crouched over the man 
again, and his victim‟s rolling eyes fixed on the ninja. “Rico 
said you could tell me where to find the head of the Black 
Dragon gang,” Blade growled. 

 “Oh Jesus, not again,” the gangster moaned. 
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 “Again?” Blade said, raising his eyebrows. He reached 
for the grip of the sword, and a whimper slid out of the 
gangster. 

 “Okay okay okay,” he said. “There was this woman with 
dark hair, mean as hell.” He raised his arm, and Blade and 
Arrow saw a wrist brace. “The word is out there. Don‟t kill 
me. His name is Kano. He‟s somewhere in Hell‟s Kitchen. 
That‟s all I know, I swear,” he begged, his will already 
broken. 

 Blade looked deep into the sweating man‟s eyes for a 
moment, then he rose to his full height and tugged his sword 
free, along with a scream from the man impaled on it. 

 “Thanks,” Blade growled, and the sword flashed down. 
The scream abruptly died. 

 “I think we need to talk about tactics,” Arrow said, terse. 

 “Damn straight,” Blade retorted, his voice tight with 
anger. “Leave nothing living. Only the living seek revenge 
and spread the deadly net of knowledge. You are too soft. 
You leave too many loose ends.” 

 “I know the code of the ninja,” Arrow snapped. “You 
don‟t have to reel it off to me. But I never finished my 
training. I was kicked out of Stick‟s dojo before I got sworn 
in, so I don‟t really feel bound by the precepts of a clan I 
never joined. I understand that sometimes people gotta fall 
down, but you‟re out of control.” 

 The whites of Blade‟s eyes were dimly visible through 
the sunglasses he wore as he glared at Arrow, tense. “You 
want to test my control?” he growled, low and feral. 

 Arrow ducked sideways, slinging his bow around and off 
and up and ready, an arrow nocked to the string. In the blink 
of an eye, he was in shooter‟s stance, the arrow back to his 
ear, lined up on Blade‟s heart. “What are you?” Arrow 
demanded. “You aren‟t a vampire, but I can‟t figure it out.” 
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 Blade let a slow smile creep across his features, revealing 
too-white teeth and long, pointed canines. He slid his glasses 
off and held them in one hand, as blood slowly drooled 
down the blade of his ninja sword. 

 “What do you know about vampires?” he asked in a 
guttural voice. 

 “They feed on the energies of the living, tied into 
networks like parasites. Quick and dirty energy drain involves 
going for the circulatory system, as it carries the air and life 
of the soul it inhabits. Vampires are fast, strong, they heal 
unless you disrupt their centers of energy, namely taking the 
head or holing the heart. The vampire structure is feudal, 
with each vampire giving energy to those it creates; the more 
little vampires, the more weakened their source. The energy 
of the sun disrupts the shells they keep their stolen energy in, 
and the stolen life burns its way out in sunlight. Do I need to 
keep going?” 

 Blade stared at him. “How do you know all this?” he 
asked, bewildered. 

 “Stick and I used to hunt vampires and dire wraiths 
recreationally,” Arrow replied, his rock-hard muscles 
unwavering as he maintained the draw on the bow, its 
arrowhead still pointing unerringly at Blade‟s heart. “And you 
haven‟t answered my question.” 

 “I was in a shadow for a long time,” Blade replied, 
kneeling and cleaning his sword on the dead man‟s shirt as 
sirens wailed below, flinging red and blue lights up into the 
night. “I was the host of a dark energy, when I was a child. I 
grew up riding the shadows between dimensions. When I 
was freed, I was lost in this world. Stick found me. 
Controlled my bloodlust. Showed me how to refine my 
fighting.” Blade rose, his back to Arrow. 

 “Whatever life I have now,” he continued, his voice 
tinged with wonder, “is because of Stick. I don‟t have mercy, 
or love. But I have honor. I have my rage. I have my hate, of 
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the things I used to traffic with. And Stick taught me how to 
use that to make the world a better place. I am a weapon,” he 
clarified. “Stick aimed me.” He turned to look Arrow in the 
eye. “I know the darkness, because it lives in me, and I want 
nothing more than to protect the world, my home, from it.” 
He paused. “I‟ve seen this world from the outside. I know 
how beautiful it really is. I live to destroy the scumbags that 
threaten it. Don‟t think twice. Don‟t hesitate. Or they win.”  

 Arrow considered that, watching Blade. Then he relaxed 
the draw on the bow, and unnocked the arrow. “This 
conversation isn‟t over,” he said. “But I can see that, in your 
own way, you‟re one of the good guys.” 

 Blade didn‟t move. “Next time you draw on me,” he 
growled, “you better let it fly and not miss.” 

 “I don‟t kill good guys,” Arrow replied quietly. 

 “You better learn to kill the bad guys,” Blade snapped. 
He sheathed his sword, turned his back on Arrow, and 
stalked towards the opposite roof edge. 

 Arrow rolled his eyes. “Some guys make it tough to tell 
the difference,” he sighed, slotting the arrow back down in 
his quiver. “Can‟t take much more of this.” 

 He followed Blade off the edge of the roof, and into the 
city. 

 

Wednesday, October 26, 2005 

 The squeak and huff of airbrakes woke the lightly 
sleeping man. He thrashed over in the bed, flexing his torso 
to sit up, and he blearily blinked around at the unfamiliar 
room. 

 “Sacré bleu!” he exclaimed, and he rose to peer out the 
window of the motel room. A semi was backing towards the 
trailer that had been waiting for it; the desert sunlight was 
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just warming the landscape. Remy blinked once, then 
struggled into his clothes as quickly as he could. 

 Less than three minutes later, he crossed the street, alert. 
He rounded the semi, jogging down the side. He saw the 
rounded curves of a woman‟s hips, the rest of her obscured 
as she leaned over the connector between the semi and the 
trailer. A smile spread across his face. That was all he needed 
to recognize the woman he was after. 

 “Mon chere, it has been a long time, no?” he said as he 
leaned against the trailer. 

 She straightened with startling speed, her eyes round 
with shock as they came into view. “Remy?” she said 
breathlessly. 

 “De one an only!” he agreed with a broad smile, opening 
his arms. “Give ol Remy a hug, girl,” he grinned. 

 She hugged him with a fierceness that stopped his heart 
with a knife of something very like joy. He held her, feeling 
her warmth through her shirt, feeling the press of her shapes, 
and his breathing unsteadied. He withdrew, regarding her at 
arm‟s length. 

 “You look good, chere,” he admitted. She was toned, 
athletic, and there was a purpose in her eyes as he gazed into 
their green depths. The need that had propelled his long 
search grew desperate in him, drawing a hint of pain into his 
eyes. 

 “You look like hell,” she replied sardonically, her 
breathy Southern accent waking his blood. She turned to the 
man on the other side of the truck, who was hooking it up. 
“Zeke, can you finish up? Ah got a friend here, we gotta 
catch up on old times.” 

 Remy turned, surprised. He hadn‟t seen the old man. 
But the geezer grinned, and waved her on. She grabbed 
Remy‟s hand in her gloved hand, and pulled him into the 
diner. 
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 They slid down on the vinyl seats of the booth, and after 
a quick order of breakfast and coffee, they had a peculiar 
moment of awkwardness from years apart. 

 “So what have you been up to?” Remy asked. 

 “You first,” she challenged him. “What brings you out 
here to Arizona? It‟s not your scene,” she added, her lovely 
lips pursed with amusement. 

 “I came here looking for you,” Remy shrugged. “Cashed 
in some favors. Found out you been going by „Marie Saint‟, 
an I follow my nose.” 

 “Except I don‟t have a trail that leads out here,” Saint 
said, curious. “How‟d you find me?” 

 “I am a man of mystery, no? Is dat not why you come 
home wit me dat first time?” he reminded her with a wicked 
grin. 

 “You are impossible, that‟s what you are,” she retorted, 
but her smile didn‟t fade. “So what are you really doing out 
here?” 

 “After you left, I dodged some ol enemies for a while, 
den I fell in wit bad company. Eventually I ran across my old 
teacher, de man who taught me how to fight. We had some 
crazy adventures, den I was my own man again, an I look at 
my life to see what be missin. I had to find you,” he 
shrugged. “What have you been up to?” 

 “Ah followed a teachin opportunity,” Saint said. “Went 
to the school, networked, an when they closed I went with 
some a the staff to a new research opportunity.” 

 Remy looked her over for a moment, then shrugged. 
“Sure. Research,” he said noncommittally. 

 A speculative look had stolen over Saint. “You could 
come back with me,” she said. “We might have some work 
that would keep even you busy. The sort of thing to hold 
Remy LeBeau‟s attention.” 
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 “Right now I would go anywhere wit you,” Remy said. 

 “Let me call this in,” Saint said as she held up a finger, 
her other hand digging in her pocket. She pulled out her cell 
phone and made a call. “Yeah, is Magnus there? Yeah, me, 
Saint. Sure.” She paused, then her face lit up with a smile. 
“Magnus! I have an ole friend here, Remy LeBeau. Ah was 
wonderin if Ah could bring him in to the base. Show him 
around. We could always mind-wipe him if it don‟t work 
out.” She smiled broadly. “Great. I‟ll bring him in.” 

 She clicked her phone shut. “Well it‟s all set,” she said. 
“You can come with me and meet the gang.” 

 “Now we‟re getting somewhere,” he replied with a grin. 

 

CHAPTER SIX 

 Dusk was gathering in the shadows of the tumble of 
buildings that huddled inward, away from the bustling streets 
that surrounded them. Separating from the shifting crowd of 
humanity that swarmed through the city, two men regarded a 
garage, its main door open, the clang and shouts of working 
men inside. 

 “You ready for this?” Blade demanded. 

 “Let‟s do it,” Arrow nodded resolutely. 

 They strode across the street, and five burly men moved 
to intercept them. 

 “You a customer?” one demanded roughly. 

 They wasted no time. Arrow hopped into a kick, 
knocking one man back to slam painfully into the wall, as 
Blade dropped down, leg sweeping with startling force, 
knocking two men off their feet to crash down on the 
concrete. 

 Arrow jabbed a punch into one man‟s teeth as Blade 
exploded up with a palm strike that sent the remaining thug 
sailing back to thwack down in the garage. Those who had 
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been knocked down stared at the pair, awed. Some of them 
scrambled away. 

 Blade and Arrow glanced around as they walked into the 
vehicle repair bay. The mechanics took one look at them and 
backed off. 

 “Where is Kano,” Arrow demanded of a man who 
cowered by the car he was working on. The thin man cringed 
slightly. 

 “Never heard of him,” he said in the hopeless voice of a 
man fully expecting physical punishment. 

 “If nobody wants to talk to this man,” Blade growled, 
pointing at Arrow, “then you can talk to me next.” He 
scowled. 

 Arrow tensed, then whirled, ducking out of his bow and 
bringing it up with an arrow nocked. Behind them, standing 
in the doorway, were six men. They were dressed in jeans 
and tee shirts, but there was nothing casual about their 
relaxed readiness. Blade and Arrow exchanged a quick 
glance; from the bearing of these men, it was obvious that 
they were not thugs. Too swift. Too quiet. Too calm. 

 “Here we go,” Arrow breathed. 

 The back door rolled open, and the mechanics quietly 
left through the side doors. Blade continued watching the six 
who guarded the way out, eyeing them with the air of a man 
considering an unpleasant task. Arrow looked to the 
newcomers. 

 A small crowd with submachine guns came in the back, 
and several more from either side through the doors the 
mechanics had used to leave. Twenty. Thirty. More. An army 
surrounded the two ninja as they regarded the well-armed 
thugs that surrounded them. 

 “Think they expected us?” Arrow mused. 
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 “Be ready,” Blade said through his teeth, taking their 
measure. 

 “Well well well, look what we have here,” said a hoarse, 
accented voice. A man parted the crowd, and stood with his 
fists on his hips, regarding Blade and Arrow. His greasy black 
hair was cropped short, and his ugly face was not improved 
by the recent addition of an eyepatch. “Thought you might 
drop by. Figured we could all have us a little party,” he added 
with a vicious grin. “Truth be known, I‟m right tired of 
people looking for me.” 

 “Yeah,” Blade said, and in a flash he whipped out his 
guns. They bucked as they spat at Kano. One of his thugs 
leaped in front of him, blown to pieces by the gunfire as 
Kano scrambled back in a chunky spray of his former 
henchman. 

 Arrow sprang away, landing on his side and sliding over 
far enough for him to tip himself down into the pit under an 
elevated car. Gunfire rang and spattered off the concrete and 
metal above; his bow was ready, so when the grenade sailed 
through the air, headed right for his foxhole, he loosed, his 
unerring accuracy sending the arrow right into the side of the 
grenade. The explosive twirled away from the shot. There 
was a muffled bevy of swearing and scrambling, then the 
grenade went off with a thunderous boom. 

 Hundreds of bullets had hissed at Blade, but he only 
took a handful of hits, most on his body armor, as he flung 
himself down in the withering hail of gunfire. He popped up 
shooting, roaring, his too-white teeth defiant and bared as his 
guns blasted at the footsoldiers. Then the grenade went off, 
kicking him over like he‟d been hit with a car. He rolled with 
it, pistols clattering away, and when he came up he had his 
sword in hand. 

 He was among them. 

 As the thugs realized their situation, he was moving, 
carving the elegant lines of a poem written in blood as he 
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twirled and slashed, his blade flickering in the dim light of 
the garage, dismembering and slitting torsos. Gore plunged 
out of his victims as those still able to scream did so; as 
viscera whirled loose of the bodies of the dead and dying 
around him, Blade‟s grim dance redoubled its tempo. He was 
unnaturally strong, unnaturally fast, and a dozen armed men 
were strewn in his path before the others ran. 

 He was not alone. He paused, squaring off with three 
men. One held nunchaku with familiar authority, the other 
two had ninja swords. 

 Let us finish this, one said to him in the Silent Speech. 

 Lip curled in disdain, Blade charged them. 

 Arrow jumped up out of the car pit with his bow 
singing; three arrows whipped out, pinning three men to the 
wall through the meat of their bodies. Arrow‟s magnificent 
muscle memory and rhythmic art slid arrows out of the 
quiver, around, to the bow, nocked and up and released, all 
with unnerving accuracy and faster than most men could fire 
guns. Thugs went for cover, but Arrow was chasing them 
now. He cleared a car hood, sliding over it feet first, and he 
came in swinging. Three thugs were down before others 
realized where he had gone. 

He took advantage of the momentary breathing 
room to back up against the wall, his arm a trip-hammer. Up 
to the quiver, around and nocked and back and released and 
up to the quiver. Arrow after arrow hissed away. One man 
spun in time for his throat to be punctured, another man 
screamed as an arrow sheared through the trigger guard of 
his gun, snipping his finger off and punching an arrow into 
his guts. Two down with an arrow in the eye socket. Then 
Arrow dove away as a mighty rushing wind of gunfire blew 
holes all around his shooting position; one bullet snipped a 
line of blinding pain across his leg as he sailed through the 
spatter of ricochets, incredibly lucky. 
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 Swords whirled and rang from each other around Blade 
as he faced off with the other three ninja. They were quick 
and strong, focused, and they battered his defenses so 
mercilessly it took all his reflexes and tactics to simply 
survive; there was nothing left for counter-attack. The 
whirling nunchaku came at him, and he hissed frustration. 
Enough. He feinted, and as one ninja moved to parry him, 
the other struck, cutting deep into his arm. He whipped his 
arm up and around, pinning the sword in his flesh, tugging 
the startled ninja off balance. Blade plunged his sword into 
the ninja before he could recover. 

 As the dead ninja toppled, Blade tossed the victim‟s 
bloodied sword aside, spinning his own blade once in his 
grip. The other two ninja were more wary now. Blade rushed 
at one, banging his sword aside, and then Blade‟s hand darted 
out, and a shuriken twirled free of his hand, grazing the 
ninja‟s forehead as the nimble man ducked. The one with the 
nunchaku sailed in, chained club twirling. Blade sidestepped, 
then snatched the moving weapon. A bone in his hand 
cracked, and for a moment he had eye contact with the ninja. 

 The bloody sword described an arc, up through the 
ninja, then down, hardly touched by the fountain of gore in 
its wake. 

 Blade rounded on the remaining ninja, who lashed out 
with a vicious sweep of his blade. He made an odd noise 
something like a hiccup as he was kicked over sideways, an 
arrow jutting from his ribcage. 

 Arrow glanced to the side. “More are coming!” he 
shouted as he heard the rush of booted feet. “Let‟s get out of 
here!” 

 Smoke bombs paffed and billowed all around, and sight 
became worthless. Instinctively, a moment before acrid 
smoke filled the air, Arrow and Blade breathed deep and held 
the air. Running feet, footfalls whispering on concrete, death 
flitting in. 
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 Blade‟s eyes were closed, but he could sense the 
heartbeat, the living flowing blood that rushed at him. His 
hand flicked out, shuriken flew towards the ninja, who 
whipped his sword around with Zen concentration and 
batted the projectile aside. He was less lucky with the rush of 
Blade‟s savage sword stroke, and he let out a hoarse shout as 
he toppled over, his leg severed. 

 Memory flitted behind Arrow‟s closed eyes as he 
relaxed, as he felt the rush of air, as he remembered the mean 
old Chinese man‟s hard words, the tap of his stick on the 
concrete floor all those years ago. 

 The weapon seeks the living target. 

 Arrow did not concern himself with hitting or missing. 
He simply lined up and released, following the energy. 

 Somewhere in the smoke, a ninja died. 

 Blade‟s memory provided him with an exit. He ran to 
the back of the shop, crashing shoulder-first into the door. It 
was barred from the other side, but the bracket holding the 
bar to the door and wall burst. There were eight thugs 
cowering behind the shop, nervously clutching their guns. 

 A wide, lethal smile smeared across Blade‟s bloody face 
as his sword stitched and swooped, shocking through meat 
and bone, hot with lifeblood. 

 Arrow rushed out through the smoke as the last two 
thugs sprinted away in opposite directions, spurred by mortal 
fear. 

 “Save your weapons,” Arrow said. “A truck just pulled 
up out front. Another twenty or so. And the last ninja ran, 
smart money says he‟s getting reinforcements. Those ninja 
aren‟t Black Dragons.” 

 Blade ran down the alley, Arrow at his heels. He 
reversed through a couple alleys, then kicked the door of a 
warehouse, knocking it off its hinges. He ducked inside. 
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 “You‟re bleeding,” Arrow said tersely. 

 “I heal fast,” Blade growled. “It‟s nothing.” His snarl 
seemed frozen in place. 

 “Just a flesh wound for me too, thanks for asking,” 
Arrow said as he leaned against the wall and inspected his 
leg. 

 “This is bigger than I thought,” Blade muttered, 
listening to the scouting teams that were running through the 
back alleys after them. “We‟re going to need help. 
Reinforcements.” 

 “We‟d probably get a whole lot further if we had a 
subtler touch, maybe some espionage instead of this direct 
assault business,” Arrow said sourly. 

 Blade looked him in the eye, and Arrow was instantly 
wary. “Espionage would help us,” Blade said sharply. “But 
espionage isn‟t my thing. So you‟re on your own with it. 
Unless we get some help.” 

 “Help is good,” Arrow said. “Great. So do you think we 
should hunt down some of these scouting teams, or make 
good our escape?” 

 Blade seriously considered the question for a long 
moment. “I want to get closer to the top before we commit,” 
he muttered. 

 “Good call,” Arrow agreed. “Let‟s get out of here.” 

 They did. 

* 

 The semi wheezed to a halt in the dusty canyon. Remy 
grinned at Saint. 

 “Never been off-roading in a semi before,” he said. 
“Dat last stretch was a bit bumpy.” 

 “That‟s what you get for having a secret base,” Saint 
shrugged. She honked the semi horn, and a chunk of the wall 
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rumbled aside, revealing a dark cavern beyond. She nudged 
the semi forward, and drove into the dimness. The wall 
rolled shut behind them as she parked the truck and hopped 
out. 

 “Yo Rich!” she hollered. “Let‟s go!” 

 Remy looked around in awe. The cavern had stairs and 
an elevator leading to a higher level, and cargo crates were 
stacked off to the sides. Light filtered down from slits cut in 
the wall high above, supplemented with lamps embedded in 
the stone. He got out of the truck as a young man jogged 
into view at the top of the stairs. 

 “I‟m here,” he said, hopping off the steps into space, 
gently floating down to the ground. “Let‟s get this stuff—” 
He stopped mid-air, staring at Remy, and he blushed slightly 
as he abruptly dropped to the ground. “You must be Saint‟s 
guest,” he said. “Totally slipped my mind. Hey. I‟m Rich 
Ryder.” He smiled, a charming smile, and he extended his 
hand to Remy. Remy shook it, looking down a little at the 
young man. Ryder turned to Saint. “Okay, let‟s get this thing 
unloaded. I think Magnus is headed this way.” 

 “You got it, sugah,” Saint said, stripping off a glove and 
grabbing Ryder‟s shoulder. 

 “Hey!” Remy said. “What‟s going on?” 

 “Ryder heah is so strong that when I absorb a little of 
his power, it don‟t slow him down none,” Saint shrugged, 
releasing his shoulder. 

 “It‟s a rush,” Ryder grinned wryly. Then he took a step 
and rose off the ground, and Saint flew after him, around 
behind the semi. Remy rounded the back for a better view. 
He saw them open the semi trailer, then Saint tossed massive 
crates out to Rich, who caught and stacked them. 

 “Remy LeBeau,” intoned a voice at the top of the stairs. 
“It‟s been a while since we last met.” 
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 Remy spun to see a man and a woman standing at the 
top of the stairs leading into the base. The man was tall and 
regal, his features chiseled and aged but still strong, his 
brilliantly white hair combed back. At his side was a chilly 
beauty, her smooth skin pale, her colorless silver hair 
elegantly styled and her eyes brilliant and penetrating. Both 
wore white suits. 

 “You have me at a disadvantage,” Remy admitted, 
desperately trying to remember where he had seen the man 
in the suit before. Something familiar… The man headed 
down the stairs, followed by the woman. 

 “I am Magnus,” he said. “You crept into the Hellfire 
club, years ago, and observed Frost mentally probing 
Braddock. I approved the psionic ninja training program, and 
when you were escaping the Institute after rescuing 
Braddock we had a disagreement on your way out.” His 
smile turned nostalgic. “How is Braddock these days?” 

 “Oh,” Remy said with a weak smile. “Dat. Yes. Hello. 
Braddock? Haven‟t seen her in a while, not sure how she is. 
Heh.” He remembered the man with white hair very nearly 
wiping everyone out before backup had burst in with a 
plasma cannon and confused the issue. “No hard feelings, I 
hope.” 

 “The past is past,” Magnus said with a fatherly smile. 
“This is Frost. I hear you may be interested in our mission 
here.” 

 “I don have a lot of oder tings on my plate right now,” 
Remy shrugged. 

 “You‟ll understand if we take the precaution of a mental 
scan first,” Magnus said. “We have many enemies. I am 
certain you approve of safety measures.” 

 “By all means,” Remy said as a bead of sweat trickled 
down from his hairline. 
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 Frost stood before him, and he locked eyes with her; he 
couldn‟t tell what color her eyes were, her pupils drew him 
in, and a chill rippled under his skin as her hands, cool and 
dry, touched at the sides of his sweaty face. He felt a peculiar 
lift, like the first dip of a rollercoaster. 

 “Let‟s see,” Frost murmured, and Remy gasped as he 
had sudden flashes— 

thinking of Saint, his hands on her shapes through the thin sheet as she 
gasped and arched 

the heat of the desert as he left the plane 

blurring past his conversation with Fury 

the café, Logan, stern warning, Cerebro 

 Remy struggled, but she had his mind in her hands, and 
she was turning it this way and that to see what he had done 
with it lately. She did not release him, and as he tried to push 
her out, he felt a sudden and blinding pain—he rapidly gave 
up, hoping she wouldn‟t swing around for another pass at his 
intimacies with Saint. 

 Then a blossom of pain unfolded in his mind; a horrible 
dark stain burst out of his memory and left him frozen with 
shock. He blinked to clear his vision, and he saw Frost laying 
flat on her back. 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN 

 A sudden force hummed around him, tugging him up 
off the ground, and he couldn‟t move. 

 “Emma!” Magnus demanded. 

 “I‟m fine,” Frost said grimly. She sat up, shaking her 
head once, then she rose to her feet. “Alright, Remy, let‟s 
take another look at that. Inside.” Her icy eyes were intense. 

 Magnus released him, and he dropped unsteadily to his 
feet. “I din do dat, I swear,” Remy slurred. 
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 “I know,” Frost said sharply as the trio headed up the 
stairs. “It‟s beyond your power. You‟ve been tampered with, 
LeBeau, by someone powerful who doesn‟t want anyone to 
get at the memory of what they did to you.” 

 “I don like dis,” Remy muttered as the first tendrils of 
what promised to be a significant migrane stole through his 
brain. 

 At the top of the stairs, a corridor had been cut out of 
the rock. Frost led them to a side room, a lounge of sorts 
that was currently used for storage. 

 “Here we go,” she said, and she pushed Remy into a 
chair and planted her palm on his forehead, her fingers 
slipping up into his chair. She pushed him back, and focused; 
he felt a strange chilly flush in his head. 

 Other memories came to him. These were dank with 
suppression. 

 

He found the Manchester Academy. Mounted the steps, found it was 
under new management.  

Looked over his shoulder. Being watched. 

That night. Waylaid. A huge dark figure—red eyes—grasped his 
throat— 

FIND EMMA FROST 

 

 Remy‟s head lolled back with the force of the last 
command, one that echoed through his mind, one that he 
could feel fading now that he was in her presence. He still 
couldn‟t quite bring the room into focus. 

 Frost stood trembling, eyes wide as her hands shook. 
Magnus looked from Frost to Remy and back, concerned. 

 “Well?” he said. 
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 “We need to talk,” Frost said in a shaky voice. She 
gestured at Remy, and his eyes rolled back in his head as he 
fell into a deep sleep. “I am in danger. We all are. Right 
now.” 

 “Go on,” Magnus said seriously. 

 “LeBeau was implanted with a desire to find me, 
whatever the cost. He rationalized the desire into looking for 
Saint, who he thought might be with me. He‟s the hunting 
dog, and the hunter is bound to be right behind him.” She 
took a deep breath. “This is one of those things that you 
know could happen at any time, but you never quite manage 
to expect.” She hesitated, fear in her eyes. 

 “You have to confide in me, if the group is in danger,” 
Magnus said with a ruthless gentleness, wrapping his 
powerful hands around her upper arms. “Emma. Please.” 

 “I know,” she whispered, and she bowed her head. “I 
suppose confession is good for the soul.” She shrugged him 
off, turned away, stepped around to a crate and sat down. 
She tossed her hair back from her eyes.  

 “My family,” she said quietly, “has a lot of… politics. 
They have grown powerful because my great-great-great-
great-great-great grandfather made a pact with the powers of 
darkness, and got tremendous power, trading his life and soul 
for the ability to go on without them. Sometimes he… he 
mixes his undying blood with that of his descendants, to give 
them some of his power. When one impresses him with 
ruthlessness and ability, it is whispered that he gives them 
undeath.” 

 “Undeath?” Magnus murmured. 

 “He is not alive or dead, he is undying, and he is very 
difficult to kill,” Frost said through her teeth. “I‟ve never 
heard of anything giving him a serious challenge. As far as I 
know, he can’t be killed. Some say that the addition of his 
blood to his family line is what gives some of us our powers, 
and all of us our malice.” She looked Magnus in the eye. “If 
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he‟s been this obvious with LeBeau, that means either he‟s 
here or he‟s on his way. And I can think of only one reason 
he‟d hunt me down.” She swallowed hard. 

 “You don‟t think we can stop him,” Magnus sighed. 
“You have so little faith in us.” 

 “Frost has been presumed dead many times,” Emma 
said softly. “He may be truly immortal. Look. I know I‟ve 
brought you trouble from time to time. But I need your 
protection. Because if he gets me, I‟ll be very, very angry. And 
a lot more powerful than I am now.” She looked away. “You 
will help me, right?” she said. “This is sanctuary, isn‟t it?” 

 Magnus regarded her for a long moment. “Can you track 
this vampire? Through Remy‟s link?” 

 “It‟s too dangerous,” she said. “If he gets hold of my 
mind… well, vampires are plugged into a network of 
darkness. A skilled vampire can deflect a mental probe into 
that darkness, and sometimes travel back to the mind of the 
seeker. It‟s too dangerous for me. Maybe Xavier could.” 

 “I‟ll make that decision, and others, before supper. 
You‟ll have my answer then.” Magnus nodded, turned, and 
left Frost to her own thoughts. 

* 

 Remy‟s eyes drifted open, and he realized he was laying 
on his back on a bed. He blinked, and squinted up at the soft 
lighting. Nothing was coming to him. 

 “Hello there,” said a pleasant voice at his side, and he sat 
bolt upright, looking around wildly, his eyes settling on the 
man sitting at his bedside. “Glad to see you back with us.” 

 Remy quickly looked down at himself; he was wearing 
the same dirty jeans and tee shirt he had worn in. He looked 
around to see that he was in a well-stocked medical lab. 

 “Relax, it‟s okay,” smiled the man by the bed. He had 
long, lank, dark hair that hung around his face. His skin was 
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pale, his eyes seemed almost bruised, and he had a very thin 
mouth. His deep eyes were amused. He consulted his 
clipboard, held in strong, almost delicate hands. “Remy 
LeBeau. Frost just encouraged you to take a nap, instead of 
asking you to leave the room. I‟m supposed to get you on 
your feet and up to speed here, before supper.” He smiled, 
his teeth yellow and crooked. 

 “Okay,” Remy muttered. “So get me up to speed.” 

 “This is a little outpost of a group with a mission,” the 
doctor said, “and I‟ll let Magnus tell you about that. My name 
is Michael Morbius. I‟m the doctor, this is my sick bay.” 

 “Pleased to meet you,” Remy replied automatically, his 
eyes scanning the medical equipment. 

 “So,” Morbius said with a false lightness. “You came in 
with Saint.” 

 Instinct triggered in Remy. He had heard that precise 
tone from a thousand hopefuls in his lifetime, men who saw 
Remy as a threat to their position with the women they liked. 
And it always provoked the same feeling in him. A slow 
smile curved across his face. 

 “Saint and I used to be very close,” he replied 
nonchalantly. “I tink we could be again.” 

 “Her life is different now than it was,” Morbius replied, 
unfailingly polite, his smile a little sharp. “There would be 
more to it than romance now. She has a lot of 
responsibility.” 

 “Don worry bout ol Remy,” he grinned. “I can handle 
anyting. So are you with her right now?” he asked. 

 “No,” Morbius said, rising quickly. “I‟m not.” He 
rounded a table, peering down at some tools. “I have a rare 
blood condition. I‟ll be out of your way shortly. My 
condition has been deteriorating. I figure I have maybe two 
months to live.” He did not make eye contact as he started 
putting things away. 



 

62 

 Remy shifted awkwardly. “You mentioned supper?” he 
said. 

 “Yes,” Morbius replied, not looking up. “Behind you is a 
shower unit. Go ahead, get cleaned up. Fresh clothes on the 
table,” he gestured. “Out to the hall, then to your left, down 
to the dining hall.” He offered Remy a brief smile. “See you 
at supper.” He turned and left the sick bay. 

 Remy watched him go, then he eased himself off the 
bed and stepped into the shower‟s antechamber. Rapidly 
stripping his lean form, he entered the shower and closed the 
door behind himself. Moments later, he stood under the 
falling water as thoughts rose around him, wreathed in steam. 

 “What am I doing?” he wondered to himself. He 
vigorously scrubbed his hair, thinking of Saint and Morbius, 
of Frost‟s haunted eyes and the casual strength Magnus had 
used to restrain him. Rich, flying and tossing half-ton crates. 
“Dis time you be careful,” he muttered to himself in the 
doomed tone of a man who knows he will not take his own 
advice. 

 A few minutes later he was dressed in a fresh shirt and 
khakis, his wild greasy mop of hair washed and combed away 
from his face. He took a few more minutes to shave, and he 
hardly recognized the lean and hard-bitten stranger in the 
mirror. Then he shook off the mood and headed to supper. 

 As he walked into the cafeteria, he saw three long tables. 
Magnus and Frost were seated at one, along with a bald man 
in a wheelchair, and a skinny Native American man with a 
dull stare and a cybernetic arm and leg. 

 “Forge,” Remy breathed to himself, remembering when 
he had seen the spy previously. Then he looked at the other 
table, where Rich was in animated conversation with Saint, 
Morbius sitting back and watching Remy stroll in. Remy‟s 
eyes lingered on an attractive young woman with dark hair 
done up in a bun, who didn‟t spare him a glance. 
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 Then arms clamped around Remy‟s waist. He looked 
down, startled, and then alarm swept him. 

 “Leech!” he cried out. “Don drain ol Remy!” The kid 
clutching him had a green lumpy head, and big eyes that were 
squeezed shut with joy. Remy realized his power wasn‟t 
draining off. “Hey, kid,” he said fondly. “You can control 
your power!” He looked up, suddenly shocked as the 
implications sank in. “Where—where is—” 

 “Remy?” gasped the newcomer in the doorway. He 
awkwardly turned to see the beautiful young blonde who 
stared at him with wide eyes. “You‟re alive!” she said, her joy 
pure. She charged at him, clasping him tight, her youthful 
curves pressed against his lean body. 

 “Skids!” Remy said, somewhat muffled. “By God, girl, it 
be good to see you again!” He hugged her tight. 

 “You know each other?” Saint asked mildly, unsmiling. 

 “Wait, you know Remy?” Skids asked, puzzled as she 
disengaged. 

 Remy‟s stomach dropped as the inevitability of what was 
about to happen hit him. 

 Saint‟s eyes coolly regarded them together, their sudden 
and thorough embrace. “Remy, is there somethin slipped yoh 
mind earlier?” she drawled. 

 “Remy is a hero,” Skids said, eyes bright. “He saved me 
when my people were getting slaughtered under the streets of 
New York. He did his best against the attackers, and then he 
took me with him.” She turned to him, her eyes brimming 
with tears. “I thought you were dead,” she said. “You told 
me you‟d find me if you survived whatever it was you had to 
do.” 

 “You sent Leech and Skids away?” Saint asked, her tone 
thin. 
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 “Now I found you,” Remy smiled to Skids, thinking 
fast, not looking at Saint. He hugged her again. “You can 
control your powers too! I am so proud of you!” 

 “Hang on,” Skids said, taking a step back. “You didn‟t 
know I was here, did you,” she said as the truth began to 
coalesce behind her eyes. 

 “He came in with Saint,” Morbius said succinctly. 
“Apparently he had been looking for her.” 

 “Stay out of this,” Remy said sharply, glaring at the 
doctor. 

 Leech let go of Remy and stepped back, eyeing him 
reproachfully. Skids stared at him, and he could see 
something crumbling in her. Saint just crossed her arms over 
her chest and fixed Remy with a disappointed stare. 

 Skids looked at Saint, then away, as though there was 
something in Saint‟s eyes that caused her unbearable pain. 
“I‟m not hungry,” she faltered. “Scuse me.” She turned and 
dashed through the door, and Leech followed behind at a 
jog, not sparing Remy a backwards glance. 

 “Jesus, Remy,” Saint said quietly. “She‟s a child.” 

 “Not to end this happy scene prematurely,” Frost said 
with an edge of malice in her tone, “but I believe Magnus has 
an announcement to make.” She turned to their leader, who 
rose. 

 “It seems our guest needs no introduction,” Magnus 
observed. He nodded to Remy, who sat at a table, not sure 
what else to do. “He came here under the influence of a 
powerful vampire, who used him as a hunting dog. The 
vampire is coming to take Frost away from us, and we‟re 
going to prevent that from happening.” 

 Remy noticed a certain relief in Frost‟s features at the 
announcement, and he was surprised at the rapt attention the 
rest of the room offered Magnus. 
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 “So how do we stop this vampire?” Rich asked. 

 “Hold on,” Remy said. “He say dere be a vampire and 
you just believe him, like dat?” Remy blinked. “Don you 
have questions?” 

 “Rich just asked one,” the brunette at Remy‟s table 
replied coldly. “How do we stop the vampire? If you don‟t 
have anything useful to contribute, the least you can do is 
shut up.” 

 Remy bridled at the comment, but Magnus smoothly 
answered. “Severing the head or removing the heart. Sunlight 
and fire are also good. We‟ll discuss tactics later; I need to 
talk with Emma and Xavier, figure out what else we should 
know before we undertake this. We‟ll formulate a plan to 
defend the base, and you‟ll all be briefed. Until then, we‟re 
locking down the facility. Get some rest, and be vigilant.” 
Magnus nodded curtly. “Now let‟s have some supper.” 

* 

 “You‟ll have to excuse Kitty,” Rich said as Remy 
dumped his tray in the cycler. “She doesn‟t like you. Don‟t 
worry about it too much. Nobody else here likes you either,” 
he shrugged. “She‟s just less inhibited than the rest of us.” 
Rich slid his tray in to the cycler, and the machine slurped 
the tray in to be cleaned and readied for the next meal. “You 
want a tour of the place?” Rich asked. 

 “Why,” Remy asked warily. “You want to take a shot at 
me?” He thrust his chin out defiantly. “May no be as easy as 
you tink, kid.” 

 “Please,” Rich said, rolling his eyes. “If you want a tour 
of the base, I‟ll give you one. It‟ll help keep you out of 
everyone‟s way,” Rich confided, “and it doesn‟t really matter 
what I think of you. Magnus says you‟re a guest, so I‟ll treat 
you like one.” 

 “Sure,” Remy said cautiously. “A tour sounds nice.” 
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 They headed out to the hallway outside the cafeteria, 
and Rich led the way down the echoing dimness of a 
corridor. “Doesn‟t really matter what I show you,” he 
explained to Remy. “Xavier or Frost could mind-wipe you if 
they decide you know too much. That‟s why we don‟t have 
to guard you or anything. You try to run? Ffft,” he said with 
a gesture, poking his temple with his finger. “They get a lock 
on your brain, and missiles away.” He grinned at Remy. 

 “Das comforting,” Remy agreed sourly. He eyed Rich. 
“So where be Cerebro?” 

 Rich‟s smile faltered. “What?” 

 “Cerebro,” Remy repeated patiently. “Frost‟s machine to 
track down de special people in de world, her power 
detector. De machine she use to gadder you up in de firs 
place.” He positively radiated innocence. 

 “I have no idea what you‟re talking about,” Rich said, 
puzzled. 

 “Das how I find de place,” Remy continued. “I have 
contacts dat trace de sale of parts used in Cerebro, and dey 
come here to dis place in de middle of nowhere.” He paused. 
“You never wonder how Frost found you all?” 

 “She‟s a telepath,” Rich said, but his tone lacked 
certainty. 

 “Oh well,” Remy shrugged lightly. “Mebbe dey tole you 
once an, you know, ffft,” he grinned, pointing at his temple. 
“So what do you do out here? What you be up to?” He 
relaxed, much more comfortable with the balance of the 
conversation now that Rich‟s eyes plainly showed the doubt 
that had entered his mind. 

 “World peace,” Rich replied. “Magnus plans to destroy 
the world‟s superpowers, plunging the planet into anarchy. 
Then we, and those we control, will establish a new order. 
We‟ll finally unite the globe.” Rich flicked on the lights, and 
they revealed the huge chamber where massive construction 
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was underway. “We‟ll bring the world a peace it can never 
find on its own,” he said softly as he looked over the huge 
modules. 

 “Whas dis,” Remy said, breathless as he looked over the 
construction bay. 

 “Space modules,” Rich replied. “Forge is completing 
them one at a time, then they‟re cloaked as we fly them up 
into orbit and assemble them there. The world won‟t know 
we‟ve got a space station until we‟re fully operational.” He 
smiled to himself. “We‟re going to build a sister base in the 
Arctic, too.” 

 “A space station?” Remy clarified, startled. “You going to 
rule de world from space?” 

 “Harder to attack us there,” Rich explained. “We‟ve 
been raided before. But we‟re not terrorists,” he said distantly 
as he looked at a module. “We want to end the terror.” 

 “Do you have any idea how creepy dis sound?” Remy 
asked gently. 

 “That‟s what I thought, at first,” Rich said. “Then I did 
the research Magnus asked me to do. Into the wars that have 
defined the planet‟s history. Into discrimination along any 
line of difference. Into the weakness and moral bankruptcy 
of the world‟s leaders, past and present and, unless 
something changes, future.” He looked Remy in the eye. 
“Humanity is not strong enough to survive,” he said quietly. 
“That‟s why those of us who are something more are 
obligated to save the world for them.” Conviction grounded 
his words, his eyes were clear and honest. “Maybe humanity 
needs a strong hand to rule them.” 

 Remy shivered. 

PART THREE: UNDERESTIMATED IMPACT 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

Wednesday, October 26, 2005 

 “Try a heat scan,” Emma said. She tapped her front 
teeth with a shaped, manicured fingernail. 

 “I did that,” Forge said patiently. “I‟ve done a heat scan, 
a movement audit, comparative mass displacement analysis. 
I‟ve looked for him on visual. I‟m telling you, there‟s nobody 
within ten kliks of our location. Not a vampire, or a bum, or 
a cop. Nothing.” His eyes were dull, and he rubbed at them 
with his flesh hand. 

 “Well he was pretty damned clumsy in his treatment of 
LeBeau‟s brain,” Emma said sharply. “So he‟s here, or on his 
way. Maybe he‟s worked into a network, maybe he‟s diffused 
himself somehow.” She abruptly stopped talking, tapping on 
her teeth again, worry in her eyes. 

 “I‟ll keep scanning,” Forge promised. “Don‟t worry 
about it. Try to get some sleep.” 

 Emma watched the screens for another long moment. 
“There‟s only one way we can be sure of our safety,” she 
said. “We should launch the modules that are done. Connect 
the space station. Move our headquarters up there, until 
Frost is found and dealt with.” Her voice was almost brittle. 

 “Are you serious?” Forge demanded, startled. “No way. 
Call Magnus. See what he wants to do.” 

 Emma frowned, and she punched up a code on the 
intercom system. “Magnus.” 

 “Yes, Emma.” The faint strains of classical music drifted 
out of the intercom. 

 “I think we need to launch. To be safe,” she said 
seriously, frowning. 

 “No,” he replied after a moment‟s consideration. “We 
can‟t afford to be cowards. It would speak poorly of our 
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leadership skills. We must be cautious, but I believe there is 
enough power gathered in this base to discourage your 
ancestor.” 

 “I have a seriously bad feeling about this,” Emma 
pressed. 

 “Think about what you‟re asking,” Magnus replied. “I 
think you‟ll understand my answer.” He disconnected. 

 “Damn,” Emma frowned. Then she turned and strode 
out of the control center. Forge listlessly tossed a few more 
scans up on the screens. He didn‟t hear the light step behind 
him. 

 “Forge,” Remy said. “Are you alright?” 

 “Yeah,” Forge shrugged. “How‟ve you been. Haven‟t 
seen you since, what, New Orleans.” 

 “New Orleans, dat was tough,” Remy said with half a 
smile. “Hey, lissen. I come here because your pal Nick Fury 
is trying to figure out how to rescue you.” 

 “He can‟t,” Forge said vaguely. “Xavier messed 
something up in me. I‟m reasonably happy as long as I‟m 
working with the One Worlders. But if I try to leave or 
commit sabotage, then I‟m just miserable until I recant.” He 
shrugged. “It‟s insane. Do you know what it feels like, 
understanding that your happiness is a construct of someone 
else‟s mind?” 

 “Dat‟s truly awful,” Remy agreed, unnerved. “Cruel. I‟ll 
rescue you, mon ami.” 

 Forge‟s laugh was hollow. 

* 

 Saint quietly opened the door. Skids was sprawled on 
the floor, her frictionless force field surrounding her to a 
depth of twenty centimeters, and she was bitterly sobbing. 
Saint closed the door firmly behind herself, and she knelt by 
Skids. 
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 “Wanna talk about it,” she asked in a tender voice only a 
handful of people had ever heard. 

 “N-no,” Skids sniffled. She gritted her teeth against the 
heavy swells of the sobs that flexed in her chest, but she 
could not hold them back. 

 “Remy LeBeau is just a man,” Saint soothed. 

 “He was my hero!” Skids retorted, her face mottled with 
weeping. “Before I met you guys, he was the only one in the 
world who ever stood up for me. I love him,” she blubbered 
as her weeping pushed into her words. “So horrible—to 
know he wasn‟t dead—he didn‟t look for me,” she managed 
before falling into incoherent weeping. 

 “Let me in,” Saint pleaded. And Skids retracted her 
force field, allowing Saint to cradle her. Skids sobbed very 
unfeminine wracking sobs on Saint‟s shoulder. 

 Some time later, she got ahold of herself. “He forgot 
about me, I could see it in his eyes,” she said unsteadily. “So 
I find him, and he was looking for another old girlfriend. I 
thought he died to protect us,” she said through her teeth, 
fighting the tears. 

 “Ah ain‟t terrible thrilled to find out he forgot about me 
when I left ta come teach at the school,” Saint admitted. 
“Remy, he attracts love. But not faithfulness. He don‟t know 
how ta stay the course. He don‟t have any kind a focus or 
long view. He just does what‟s in front of him.” 

 Fresh sobs tore free of Skids as Saint wished she had 
phrased that better. 

 “He j-just w-wanted to get r-rid of us,” Skids bawled. 
“Just a sh-show.” 

 Saint narrowed her eyes, and it was fortunate for Remy 
that he was elsewhere. 

* 
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 Lamps radiated a hazy glow along the walking path in 
the park. Arm in arm, an attractive young blonde and a slim 
copper-haired man in a suit strolled along as though all was 
right with the world. Except that the man in a suit wore dark 
sunglasses, even at night, and he tapped a cane back and 
forth in front of him as he walked. The night was mottled 
and patchy with streetlights, lit billboards, traffic, and 
building lights. The air slowly swirled with the steamy 
smoggy mist of autumn in the city. 

 “Oh, Matt,” the woman sighed. “Thanks for a lovely 
dinner. I‟m glad you had time for a walk; it‟s such a nice 
night, and winter is right around the corner.” 

 “You have to take your opportunities when they arise,” 
Matt agreed. “Life is too short for „someday‟, isn‟t it.” He 
stiffened. “Karen. Wait here for a minute, will you? There‟s 
someone who wants to talk to me.” 

 She glanced around, then froze as she saw the menacing 
figure standing not ten meters away, at the seam between 
pools of light on the path. He was tall, dressed in a dark coat, 
mysterious. 

 “How did you know he was there?” she whispered 
fiercely, her heart hammering. 

 “He has very distinctive cologne,” Matt replied. “Don‟t 
worry. I used to know him. Look, this‟ll be brief.” 

 “Be careful, Matt,” Karen said as she tried to hide the 
worry that brimmed in her. 

 Matt went on alone, dutifully sweeping the cane back 
and forth across the path. He was blind, after all. Karen 
didn‟t need to know about his incredibly heightened senses 
that could hear the rabbit-fast pounding of her heart, she 
didn‟t need to know about the sweeping radar sense that 
limned and defined the park in a way she could never 
understand. She didn‟t need to know that he was skilled in 
ninjitsu, or that he had once been the star pupil of a ninja 
master that once lived in Hell‟s Kitchen. 
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 “Blade,” Matt said through his teeth as he approached 
the dark man. “We don‟t have anything to talk about.” 

 “So don‟t talk,” Blade growled. “Listen. There‟s 
something big going down on the docks. A ninja clan has 
moved in, they‟re working with the local thugs. I think they 
tried a massive human sacrifice, a hundred people, and since 
the cops stopped them I think they‟ll try again. I can sense 
evil, Shadow, and this threat is thick with it. I need your 
help.” 

 “Why don‟t you go talk to Elektra?” Matt demanded, his 
tone bitter. “She‟s good at hunting and killing other ninja. 
What about Remy? Stick trained a lot of us. And I‟m out of 
the game.” 

 “I don‟t know where Remy is,” Blade said through his 
teeth, “but Elektra is working for Lexcorp as an assassin. 
Their security is good. I don‟t know where her new 
safehouses—” 

 “She‟s what?” Matt gasped, suddenly cold. 

 Blade stared at him for a long moment. “You didn‟t 
even know?” he mused aloud, his tone laced with disgust. 

 “Dammit!” Matt snarled, “I don‟t have to know! I‟m 
through with you people, with that old life, with the leathers 
and the violence and the—the—saving the goddamn world! I 
swear to you, if you try to come back into my life, we‟ll have 
a disagreement.” He abruptly spun and stalked away, giving 
Blade his back, and he barely remembered to tap his cane as 
he approached Karen. 

 Blade struggled to restrain his rage as he watched the 
furious man stiffly stalk back into the light. He mastered 
himself, nodded briefly, and vanished into the night. 

 “What was that all about?” Karen asked, worried. 

 “You know how it is,” Matt replied with his best effort 
to be charming. “You help somebody out once, and they try 
to milk you dry.” 
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* 

 The night trembled, the shadows flexed, and a man rose 
from them. He was tall, broad-shouldered, and regal. He 
radiated power and menace. His golden hair was pushed 
back from his face, falling to his shoulders, and his features 
were almost a caricature of aquiline nobility. He wore a heavy 
greatcoat over tattered shirt and pants. The desert stilled as 
he emerged, as a shockwave rolled out from him at an 
instinctive level. 

 The man that was not a man squared off with the portal 
that led into the concealed base. The cruel tilt of his smile 
revealed the tip of a long, sharp canine tooth. His eyes half 
closed, he extended a big hand towards the fortress, and he 
felt the warmth of a connection with one inside. 

 As lightning jumps from charge to charge, so too did his 
command. 

 Inside, Emma leaned over her laptop, studying the 
defense systems. Then her eyes widened, and there was just a 
moment of warning before the full force of the will outside 
crashed over her mind, smothering her like a tidal wave, and 
her efforts to resist kicked and struggled far beneath the 
coursing rush of command. 

 The thing outside tapped into her powers, and she 
radiated disinterest that would dull anyone who saw her. 
Then she rose and glided from the room, her walk graceful 
and her manner pulled as though by a powerful current. 
Quietly, alone, she headed towards the front door. 

 Upstairs, Magnus leaned on the doorway into the bald 
man‟s room. “Xavier. You called me,” he said, an edge of 
disapproval in his tone. 

 “It‟s happening,” Xavier said as he completed strapping 
his unresponsive legs into odd braces. “The vampire is 
outside. He just took control of Emma. She‟s going out to 
him.” 
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 Magnus nodded curtly. “Summon our forces to battle 
stations,” he said curtly, and he darted away with surprising 
agility and vigor for a man of his age. 

 Xavier concentrated, and everyone in the base was 
suddenly and clearly given the understanding of what they 
were to do… 

 Emma watched the massive door sealing the complex 
away from the Arizona desert roll aside, then she let her 
hands drop from the keypad where she punched in the 
access code. Numb, she trudged out towards whatever force 
drew her as inexorably as gravity. 

 Moonlight and shadow redecorated the canyon that led 
to the secret fortress. In the center of the open corridor of 
stone, a shadowed man-shaped thing waited for her, eyes 
glinting pale, inhuman. Emma approached, and when she 
was only three meters away she knelt, her head bowed. 

 “Emma,” the vampire rasped. That word released her 
from mental domination, and it dawned on her that she was 
kneeling before the vampire she feared, already outside the 
base. “My child. My pet.” 

 “I don‟t want anything to do with you,” she gritted out 
as her body began to shake. 

 “You will get over it,” the vampire replied smugly. “I ran 
into some… misfortune a while back. I‟ve been waiting, in 
the shadows, gathering my strength. I was very nearly 
destroyed. I think it‟s time to find the Russian bastard that 
did this to me, and destroy him,” he muttered, his mind 
elsewhere. “And then we can work our way up a relatively 
short list. Until that meddling wizard in New York has been 
destroyed.” He sized her up. “Few of our line have deserved 
undeath more than you, with all the good and evil that 
carries,” he smirked. “I quietly tapped into your network 
here. You‟ve collected quite a powerful group of people. 
Were it not for the blood that ties us together, I may still be 
hiding out under the earth.” 
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 “Glad to be of service,” Emma said, almost sneering. 
“You may not want to make me a vampire. I would find a 
way to make you regret it.” 

 Frost chuckled with honest amusement. “I forgot how 
feisty you are,” he said, patronizing. 

 “She is not yours, monster,” rang out a strong voice 
from somewhere in the rocks. Emma was drawn back and 
up, off the ground, swishing through the air to clatter to a 
halt on an outcropping almost thirty meters from the 
vampire. From the shadows emerged a man in a flowing 
cloak, wearing a metal helmet, unbowed by age. “You shall 
not have her,” Magnus said evenly. “She has pledged 
common cause with us, and we defend our own.” 

 “Quaint,” the vampire approved, his eyes glittering. The 
energy that flowed from him was intimidating, even when he 
was at rest. “You certainly know how to issue a challenge. It‟s 
a shame I‟m about to kill you.” 

 “That may not be as easy as you think,” Magnus replied. 
“I am more than flesh and blood alone.” 

 “But all that you are is bound up in it,” Frost replied as 
his smile widened, revealing his teeth, teeth that had such 
terrible polish and whiteness that the rest of the world 
became dingy as those fangs drew the eye. “Let us begin.” 

 “Xavier,” Magnus said. “Take him.” 

 Elsewhere in the fortress, Xavier plunged his formidable 
psychic talent at the vampire. He „charged‟ Frost, and as he 
braced to slam against the vampire‟s defenses, instead he 
plunged through a crust, a veneer, and into something 
different. He sprang expecting to hit psychic stone, and 
instead he crashed through thin ice over a deep, 
overwhelmingly cold lake of vile darkness. 

 Xavier choked and fell over, and Magnus frowned. He 
extended his hand, and flexed it; steel spikes shot up through 
the sand of the canyon floor, and Frost sprang back so fast 
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he only had a leg and an arm impaled. He swiftly tried to free 
himself as the sharp poles rose out of the ground, oriented 
on him, and closed in; one punched through his arm and into 
his ribs, another wrapped around his legs, then the rest 
descended towards him. 

 

CHAPTER NINE 

 Frost‟s mocking laugh rang out as he faded to mist, and 
the metal clattered against itself. 

 “Remy!” Magnus shouted. Brightly glowing stones 
whirled down into the valley and detonated with more force 
than hand grenades. The torn mist swirled around the 
explosions, then silkily raced up over the rock face, breathing 
towards Magnus. 

 Inside, Morbius flung himself into a seat next to Forge, 
who was fitting a headset on. “Magnus,” Forge said briefly. 
“Missiles.” He saw Magnus nod on one of the screens, and 
Forge activated the defenses. Two missiles streaked towards 
their leaders, detonating and spilling sloppy liquid fire all over 
the rock face, swamping the mist. Magnus yanked the metal 
doors out of the rock face behind him and crumpled them 
into a makeshift shelter as the fire slashed towards him. 

 “Nice shot,” Morbius approved as he fitted a headset 
on. “Okay. Rich, Kitty, Leech, Saint, LeBeau. We ready to 
rock?” 

 “How is Xavier? And Emma?” Saint asked quickly. 

 “Emma is hiding,” Morbius said delicately, “and Xavier? 
Well, he‟s all twitching and unconscious. Hey! Rich!” 
Morbius said with sudden excitement as he watched the 
screens lit up by security cameras all around the entrance. 
“Frost is re-forming, under the canyon shelf.” 

 “On it,” Rich said tersely. 
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 Magnus came online. “Rich, soften him up. Kitty, try to 
phase him partway into the canyon floor. Saint, get Leech, be 
ready to charge in and drain his energy. Forge, if you get a 
shot, take it.” 

 Rich hollered as he swooped under the shelf and flung a 
vicious punch at the coalescing vampire. Frost came together 
in time to take the hit to his chest, flinging him back to slam 
against the wall. Snarling, he came at the young man, who 
darted back out into the moonlight. 

 As Frost shot after him, cannons opened up from 
concealed positions in the rocks, sending .50 caliber slugs 
tearing down across the vampire, knocking him flat and 
kicking him across the desert floor. Rich zoomed through 
the torn gaping doorway of the entry to the fortress, and 
when he zoomed out again he had a couple brooms. Frost 
rose as Rich snapped the broom handles into stakes. 

 “Foolish child,” Frost admonished, a little blood 
coloring the corner of his mouth. 

 “I‟m not a kid anymore,” Rich retorted, tucking the 
stakes in his belt. 

 “I was talking to him,” Frost sneered, pointing at 
Magnus. Magnus gestured, raising the heavy metal doors, and 
they shot down at the vampire.  

 Frost sprang out of the way, and he rose to his full 
height. 

 Ghostlike hands rose out of the rock behind him, 
snatching at his ankles, and he glanced down with surprise. 
He did not go incorporeal himself; his hand plunged down 
and snatched the insubstantial wrist of his attacker, and he 
plucked her from the ground. 

 “C-cold!” Kitty gasped. Frost laughed as his iron grip 
stole life from her, threading death towards her heart. 

 Without taking his eyes from Kitty‟s dying face, Frost 
sidestepped and snatched, getting a handful of Rich‟s hair as 
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he avoided the young man‟s rash airborn charge. Cranking 
Rich around so fast some of the young man‟s hair tore out of 
his scalp, the vampire yanked Rich‟s face close to his own, 
and he stared into his eyes. 

 “I am your only friend,” Frost muttered, guttural. “The 
others have betrayed you.” He thrust the powerful young 
man away, and Rich toppled to the ground. When he rose, 
his eyes had a peculiar internal light. 

 “Damn!” Emma said into the tac-net. “Rich is 
hypnotized! Saint, neutralize him! Magnus, help her!” 

 “Please,” whispered Kitty, deathly pale. 

 “Do something!” Morbius shouted, horrified as he saw 
Kitty‟s life draining away. 

 No sooner were the words out than a massive door 
whipped across Rich, slamming him and then curving up and 
around to crash down, pinning him on the ground, his arm 
sticking out. Saint sprinted from her hiding place as Skids 
dashed towards Frost, Leech on her heels. 

 Saint pounced on Rich‟s exposed arm; “It‟s foh yoh own 
good, sugah,” she drawled as his life force and energy swelled 
into her. 

 “Kitty, go solid!” Skids screamed. Kitty seemed to fade 
for a moment, then she twisted down into solidity and Skids 
grabbed her arm. Skids‟ odd force field slicked over them 
both, and Frost raised his eyebrows as his grip clamped into 
a fist, Kitty free in her frictionless coating. 

 “Impressive,” he murmured. Then Leech dove at his leg, 
snatching it and scrunching up his face as he drained Frost‟s 
power as fast as he could. 

 “NO!” Frost shouted with sudden rage. He plucked 
Leech‟s head off his shoulders with a brutal tug. 

 Skids tossed Kitty aside as horror, grief, terror, and rage 
formed a potent fuel in her, and she filled with excess she 
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could not control. “You monster!” Screaming, she snatched 
Frost‟s lapels, and she drove her frictionless force into his 
mouth and expanded it as hard as she could, forcing his jaws 
open. 

 He casually backhanded her, knocking her unconscious 
with a single effortless swipe. 

 “This is amusing,” he admitted. “What else shall we—” 

 Machine guns kicked across him again now that the 
others were clear, and he was knocked down and shoved 
along the dusty rock with the mule-kicks of anti-aircraft guns. 

 “Emma,” Saint gritted out. “Fix this boy‟s brain. I‟m 
goin in.” She turned, kicking up off the ground and 
swooping up with stolen strength, power, and toughness. She 
lashed down at Frost, slamming a hit across the hinge of his 
jaw as the guns stopped firing. 

 He rammed a palm strike into her belly that sent her 
smashing into the rock, but she bounded clear. Breathless, 
she dove at him anyway, but this time she didn‟t hit him. 

 She clamped her bare hands on his face, kneeing him in 
the chest, and she dragged him up off the ground and 
around, banging him down on the stone of the canyon floor. 
“Gimmie it,” she wheezed, and her hands twitched as his 
stolen undead energies rushed into her like a dark tide. 

 “It’s MINE!” Frost roared, and his fists thudded into 
her chest, breaking ribs; blood spun clear of her mouth as 
bones and organs tore under the unholy force of the 
vampire‟s hits. She flew back into the stone of the canyon 
wall and bounced, landing limp and unresponsive. 

 “Why aren‟t you shooting?!” Morbius demanded of 
Forge. 

 “Look,” Forge said, pale. Morbius looked at the screens, 
and in the shifting dust and billowing smoke, Magnus faced 
Frost directly. 
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 “You are a very possessive thief,” Magnus observed, 
subdued. 

 “This would be very simple if you had not involved 
yourselves,” Frost replied. “Now you will all die, your life 
force an apology for the inconvenience you‟ve caused me.” 

 “There is no place for you in my world,” Magnus said. 

 Frost frowned, uncertain. “What—what are you doing 
to me?” he demanded. He staggered slightly. 

 “Magnetic force is powerful,” Magnus replied softly, 
“and I‟m destroying you with it.” Frost was jerked up off the 
ground, held rigid, and then he stretched. 

 Frost let out a bitter, sardonic bark of a laugh. “This 
from a meatbag full of blood,” he snarled. “Die, fool.” 

 Magnus gasped, and his chest bucked as a peculiar thick 
rope of blood unfurled from him, crossing the space to slam 
into Frost‟s chest; Magnus stumbled, and Frost dropped 
catlike from the magnetic force that had held him. He strode 
towards Magnus, singed and battered and drained but still on 
his feet. The stream of blood stopped, but it had taken a 
massive toll on Magnus. The old man seemed frail, ridiculous 
in his metal helmet and the blanket on his back. He knelt on 
the ground, struggling unsteadily for air, and the vampire 
towered over him. 

 A boulder shattered to gravel on Frost, knocking him 
over to skid across the ground. He rose in a towering fury, 
facing off with Rich Ryder. 

 “I‟m better,” Rich said. “Leave him alone.” 

 The vampire shook his head. Then he pounced at Rich. 

 Magnus struggled to his feet, favoring his left side, his 
face oddly twisted. He extended his hand, stopping Frost 
mid-air. Then Magnus focused, blood running from his nose 
and mouth, and metal-rich rocks shot out of the canyon 
walls and pulverized on the vampire. The metal stakes he had 
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used before whirled up and clanged against the massive metal 
prison that Magnus crunched around Frost as tight as he 
could. 

 “What do you want me to do?” Rich shouted, but 
Magnus could only spare him a glance and a misshapen 
smile. The old man piled ever more onto the struggling 
vampire. 

 Remy slid to his knees by Saint. “Chere?” he panted. 
“You still wit us?” 

 She groaned slightly, shifting. Then she coughed, and 
blood spun free of her mouth. “Busted up,” she whispered 
hoarsely. “Dear Lord, the—the darkness in that thang—” 
Her accent thickened with pain. 

 “Dey are dying,” Remy said quietly. “You godda save 
dem.” Gently, he cradled her cheeks with his bare palms. He 
began to twitch as his essence drained into her, and he leaned 
down to kiss her forehead before her desperate system 
drained more than he could withstand, and he fell sideways 
to thud down on the stone. 

 Saint pushed at him, shuddering, roiling with stolen 
power from so many sources. She felt her body healing, just 
enough for her to be able to breathe, to get back into the 
fight. 

 “There‟s only one way to win this thing,” she breathed. 

 Frost shattered the containment that Magnus piled 
around him, but it was magnetically charged, and it slammed 
back in place harder than ever. The vampire howled fury 
inside. 

 Morbius stared at the monitor. “I think Magnus is 
having a stroke,” he said with sudden alarm. He shot to his 
feet, snatched his doctor bag, and raced out of the control 
center, towards the exit. 

 Alone, Forge stared at the battle uneasily, glancing over 
the screens. Leech, dead. Kitty, mortally wounded. LeBeau, 
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out for the count. Saint, badly hurt. Xavier, out of the fight. 
Only a battered Rich Ryder and a desperately weak Magnus 
had a chance to save them from the vampire that just 
wouldn‟t fall down. 

 Morbius reached the entrance to the canyon in time to 
see Magnus topple under the strain. Rich caught him before 
he hit the ground, lowering him gently. The rocks and metal 
ground against each other as the vampire tried to fight the 
magnetized prison with no leverage to push against. 

 Reaching Rich and Magnus, Morbius knelt to see Rich‟s 
eyes bright with unshed tears, his chin twitching. Magnus lay 
still, his breathing shallow. 

 Then it stopped. 

 Morbius frowned, then he pumped down on Magnus‟s 
chest. He breathed in Magnus‟s mouth. Pumped on his chest. 
Breathed in his mouth. 

 The vampire‟s bloodied claw-like hand punched out of 
the top of the magnetized mass. 

 “All I need,” they heard Saint say unsteadily. 

 With the last of Rich‟s power she still held, she drifted 
up and landed on top of the magnetized ball. She snatched 
Frost‟s hand, and this time she held on. She held on, 
quivering, as his rage and darkness and evil and thirst and 
lust gushed into her. She held on under a torrent of endless 
night, she held on as unspeakable atrocity washed through 
her and left her cold. 

 She felt the darkness flow into her, through her, and she 
suddenly realized that this creature was full of more power 
than she could ever hold. She could not drain off all his 
might and energy and contain them in her soul and her life. 

 “So be it,” she whispered to herself. 

 She let her life go. Still, the darkness poured in. 
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 She felt herself, the edges of her personality, blur and 
twist away into the heaving darkness. She let them. 

 Marie Saint died. 

 She screamed to the dark heavens as she clamped ever 
harder on the weak hand that hung from the magnetized ball. 
Then she choked on her scream, falling back to crash down 
and squirm on the stone. Where Frost‟s hand had emerged 
from the ball, there was only dust, and the wind carried it off. 

 Still Morbius pushed on Magnus‟s chest rhythmically, 
then breathed into his mouth. Rich touched the doctor‟s 
shoulder, and Morbius leaned back, sick. 

 “He lost too much blood,” Morbius whispered. Then 
his eyes raised up to see Saint as she lifted up into the air. 
“Oh no,” he breathed, nerveless. 

 Saint rose higher still, then wailed a cry of the deepest 
loss imaginable. She flitted away in the night sky, a shadow 
against the darkness. 

 “No!” Morbius shouted. He scrambled to his feet, and 
dashed into the base‟s entrance. Moments later, they heard 
the throaty growl of a motorcycle kicked to life, and Morbius 
roared out past the carnage, racing into the unpredictable 
darkness. 

 Rich stared around, shell-shocked. “Forge?” he asked, 
his voice lost. 

 “I‟m still with you,” Forge said over the lump in his 
throat. 

 “Could you tell Emma it‟s safe now? And ask her to 
help collect the bodies of those who fell defending her? 
Please?” Rich said in a shaky voice. 

 “I‟ll tell her. And I‟m coming down,” Forge said. He 
pulled the headset off, and headed out. 
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 Rich wandered down the canyon, looking around. He 
found Skids, breathing but unconscious. And he found 
Remy. He rolled him over. 

 Remy‟s eyes weakly fluttered. He murmured something 
slurred in French. Rich frowned. “You okay?” Rich asked. 

 “Saint,” Remy replied. “Where?” 

 “She drained Frost,” Rich replied. “Then she… she flew 
away. Morbius is looking for her.” 

 At that, Remy struggled to sit up. 

 

CHAPTER TEN 

 The light bloomed around Xavier, and he blearily 
opened his eyes. His face trembled, and his pupils expanded 
and contracted. He breathed out, his bones themselves 
shaking. 

 “New rule,” he managed. “I‟m just going to give up on 
trying to read the minds of that which does not live.” 

 “You‟re remarkably coherent first thing out of a coma,” 
Emma said, subdued. What had seemed like a deep wash of 
light was now revealed to be a few candles by his bedside, 
but Xavier was no less grateful for the relief from the 
darkness. 

 “How did we do?” Xavier asked, unsettled by the tremor 
in his voice. 

 “Leech was killed. Skids and Kitty need intensive 
medical care. Rich got a little banged around, but he‟ll be 
fine. The vampire was destroyed,” she said, and she paused 
to swallow at a lump in her throat. “Magnus is dead,” she 
said. “Saint… she absorbed the vampire, I have no idea what 
that will do to her. Morbius and LeBeau went out after her.” 

 “Sounds like we got thrashed pretty good,” Xavier said 
quietly. He leaned his head back. “You‟re sure Magnus is 
dead.” 
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 “I‟m sure,” Emma replied. “He made it possible for the 
rest of them to destroy the creature.” 

 “I suspect,” Xavier murmured, “that‟s how he‟d want to 
go.” He looked at the doorway, where Rich approached and 
leaned against the frame. “Come in,” Xavier said. 

 Rich stepped into the room, uncomfortable, his eyes 
haunted. “Are you alright?” he asked. 

 “No,” Xavier replied. “Magnus is dead. That takes 
something from me that I can‟t even explain. A dream, I 
suppose.” His smile was faint. “I plan to recover.” 

 “I‟m sorry to intrude,” Rich said hesitantly. “But… I 
wanted to share this with you. What he said to me. At the 
end.” He paused. “I… I can‟t talk about it. But I want 
someone else to know.” 

 Xavier nodded. “Your mind is a safe enough place to 
visit,” he said. 

 “Careful,” Emma cautioned him. “Frost hypnotized 
him. I went in and cleaned it out, I don‟t think he had time to 
put a mine in there, but still.” 

 “Right,” Xavier nodded. He let his eyes drift shut, and 
Rich sat down. 

 Magnus fell, as though in slow motion. Rich caught him, lowering 
him to the stone, the hellish grate of struggle in magnetized metal 
grinding in the background. 

 “I guess it wasn’t my fate after all,” Magnus whispered with a 
distant smile. His trembling hand touched Rich. “The world is yours.” 

 “Don’t die,” Rich choked. “We’ll get you taken care of.” 

 “Not after what I just did,” Magnus wheezed, the side of his face 
sloppy. 

 “I’m sorry,” Rich managed. “I’m sorry I failed you.” 

 “You can’t fail me out here,” Magnus said, something kind in his 
eyes as the light faded from them. “You can only fail me here,” he 
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added, touching Rich’s chest, “and here.” He touched Rich’s forehead. 
“Out here… this… doesn’t…” 

 He was gone. 

 Rich let out a shuddering sigh as fat teardrops rolled 
down his muscled cheeks. His eyes were red, swollen, and his 
nose was running. He just sat in the chair, miserable. 

 Xavier reached over and grasped his hand, blinking at 
his own tears, and he said nothing. 

* 

 The motorcycle sputtered and died, and Morbius swung 
off it and jogged a few steps, then knelt. Fifteen meters away, 
clearly visible in the moonlight, Saint hunched over weeping 
with dry moaning sobs that wracked her whole body. 

 “Nice night,” Morbius observed. A sob turned into a 
choke, and she spun to face him. 

 “You!” 

 “Don‟t you think?” he asked mildly. 

 Her eyes were bright with a pale reflective glow. “How 
did you find me,” she demanded in a voice not wholly her 
own. 

 “I think you wanted me to,” Morbius replied. “I could… 
I could tell you were over here.” 

 That hung in the air between them. She stirred. “Ah‟m 
hungry, Mike,” she said. “Hungrier than Ah‟ve ever been. 
Hungrier than Ah‟ve ever imagined. What‟m Ah gonna do?” 
She rubbed at her face. “Ah think Ah‟m dead… Ah don‟t 
think it‟s gonna go away this time. Ah think Ah took in too 
much of the wrong thing.” 

 “I‟ve been living with my death for years now,” Morbius 
replied quietly. “But that doesn‟t mean I‟ve let it get so big in 
front of me that I can‟t see what else is going on. Be patient. 
Maybe we can figure something out.” 
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 “There‟s no figuring this out,” she snarled. “Ah‟m a 
vampire!” She glared at him. “Get out of here. Ah don‟t think 
Ah can—restrain this—much longer.” 

 “I know that,” Morbius nodded. “I figured that might 
be true when I followed you out here. I don‟t want you to 
feel like you have to destroy yourself. I don‟t want you to 
make your first night any worse than it is.” He sighed. “Saint. 
I‟m done with testing. I have maybe six weeks left.” He 
looked her in the eye, looking right into the shine of her alien 
hunger. “There‟s no way I‟d rather spend the rest of my life 
than in easing your suffering.” He half smiled. “Take my 
blood. It‟s not doing me much good anyway.” 

 “Don‟t do this to me,” Saint pleaded. 

 “I‟ve always wanted to be in your arms, since the day I 
met you,” Morbius said. “And, lady, I‟m sick of waiting to 
die. Let me do some good. Let me kiss you once, and then 
you can finish me off. There‟s no way I‟d rather die.” He 
swallowed hard. “That‟s a lot better than hospice.” 

 “Mike,” she breathed, “you came out here to offer 
yerself up ta me?” 

 Rising, he slowly approached her. “One kiss is all I ask,” 
he replied. 

 She was unable to speak, and she was no longer capable 
of tears. So she opened her arms to him, and pulled him 
close, looking him in the eye, seeing the serious 
understanding of what he was about to do. She did not feel 
fear. So she touched her mouth to his, her yielding lips 
touching his face. He opened his mouth, he opened himself, 
and he kissed her. 

 They connected. 

 Morbius stiffened, but chose not to draw away. Saint felt 
the hunger, the unslakable thirst, the darkness and rage 
coalesce. Somehow, he attracted them. As she was quivering, 
overloaded with more power than she could absorb, he 
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provided a run-off. She tried to pull back, but he was 
clutching her to him; not from his need, except his need to 
give himself for her. She felt an unexpected capacity in him 
bloom. She felt the hunger ebb. She felt the darkness lighten. 
She felt the horrific eternal night ease away, flowing into 
Michael Morbius. 

 With a bang, an explosion tossed them apart. Saint 
crashed down gasping, Morbius tumbled on the stone. Both 
oriented on Remy LeBeau, standing on the ridge with a rock 
the size of a baseball beginning to glow in his hand, rage on 
his features. 

 “Both of you stay away from each odder!” he yelled. “I 
don know what‟s going on, but we gonna fix it!” 

 The hunger gripped Morbius before he understood what 
it was. He launched at Remy, moving faster than a mere 
mortal could. Startled, Remy dropped the rock, and Morbius 
plowed into him and carried him over the ridge with the 
force of the hit; a massive explosion tore the night behind 
them, and Morbius scrabbled for Remy‟s throat. 

 Remy writhed, planting his feet on Morbius and kicking 
hard, flinging the doctor off him to slam down on the sand. 
In a flex of motion, Morbius was up and striking, and Remy‟s 
combat training was barely enough for him to deflect strike 
after strike, dodging and weaving back from his snarling and 
slavering attacker. Remy whipped out his collapsible baton 
and began flinging hits and blocks at Morbius, who hesitated, 
then fled into the darkness. Panting and glad to be alive, 
Remy let him go. 

 Slowly, he turned to see Saint. She was the same shape 
she had been before absorbing the vampiric essence, but she 
was subtly different. Remy felt the shift as he stared at her. 
He felt the power that flowed from her, the different 
consistency of her skin and flesh, the wiry strength and speed 
that flowed through her now. 
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 “Ah don‟t rightly understand it,” Saint murmured as she 
gazed down at her hands with wonder. “Somehow… mah 
ability to steal energy an his done mixed up together. This 
time it ain‟t goin away.” She looked up at Remy, something 
inhuman in her eyes. “The hunger, all that anger an fear… 
Morbius took that,” she whispered. “He took it, an he‟s 
keepin it.” 

 “He got some strength and speed, too,” Remy said 
sourly. 

 “Ah gotta find „im,” Saint said, her eyes wide. “In his 
condition, no tellin what might happen.” 

 “Wait,” Remy said quickly. “We better get you back to 
base. Get a medical check-up on you. With Morbius, what‟s 
done is done. We gotta look to de future,” he said earnestly, 
extending his hand to her. 

 She looked at him as she would a stranger. “My future 
don‟t have nothin ta do with you, Remy LeBeau,” she said 
coldly. Then she drifted up into the air, like she had been 
doing it her whole life, and she steered her flight in the 
general direction Morbius had chosen when he ran. 

 Remy watched her fly away, and he swore passionately 
in French. Then he ran for the jeep he had borrowed to get 
out here. He paused, looking down at the discarded 
motorcycle, and he shook his head. Then he hopped into the 
jeep, fired it up, and headed back to base. 

* 

 Lost in his thoughts, Rich slowly descended the 
staircase. At the bottom of the stairs, the door whipped 
open, and Remy darted in glancing around wildly. Rich 
frowned at him, and Remy brightened to see the young man. 
He dashed up the stairs. 

 “Rich! It‟s Saint! She flew off looking for Morbius. We 
godda get dem both back so we can run de tests on Saint, an 
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get de doctor for de odders. You go fly out after her,” he said 
quickly, “you‟re de only one dat can.” 

 “You don‟t give me orders,” Rich bristled. “The only 
man with the right to do that is dead tonight, thanks to you. 
There was a time that would have earned you a backhand 
that would put you through a wall.” Rich breathed deeply. 
“Magnus set a better example. So I‟m going to just pretend 
you didn‟t demand anything of me. Friendly advice?” he 
glowered. “Go to your room and stay there until you‟re 
called for.” He glared right into Remy‟s eyes, then shouldered 
past him and continued down the stairs, tense. 

 “Okay,” Remy said, a little forlorn. He glanced down at 
the hall, and up the stairs, then quietly headed for his room. 

 On the way, he passed the infirmary. Kitty was laid out, 
still unconscious. Magnus and Leech had been cleaned up, 
and sheets were over their bodies. Skids, badly bruised and 
blotchy with weeping, sat by Leech‟s side. Frost sat at the 
desk, her head in her hands. 

 Remy thought about stepping in, checking on Skids, 
then he thought better of it. He moved away from the 
window, continuing down the dark hallway alone. 

 Skids opened the door and stepped out. “Remy,” she 
said softly, her voice hoarse. “I saw you.” 

 “Dey train me to be a ninja once,” Remy said with a 
pained half-smile. “I never was so good at keeping de low 
profile.” 

 “Remy… I know this isn‟t your fault,” Skids said with an 
aimless gesture. “I just…” 

 Remy felt the heat radiating from her. Need. Shame. 
Self-loathing. Passion. He understood. 

 “I don want to be alone neither,” he replied in a thick 
voice. 
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 Moments later, the door to her room clicked shut 
behind them. 

 

Thursday, October 27, 2005 

 Remy woke slowly, surfacing. He felt the warm, 
comforting smoothness and weight of a naked body 
snuggled against him, and his mind desperately tried to 
remember who it was; a waitress? Saint? Then it hit him, as 
he looked over into Skids‟ peacefully sleeping face. 

 He was wrapped warmly in her blankets, in her clean 
and tidy bed, in her clean and tidy bedroom. The feminine 
touch was evident all around, from the fresh flowers in the 
vase to the knit doily on the bookshelf. Remy breathed the 
musk of their warm sleepiness, after connection that had 
been good for them both. As he looked at her tousled hair, 
the unguarded trust of her sleeping face, he knew that the 
moment that brought them together had passed. He could 
not be there when she woke. He couldn‟t. 

 Extricating himself from the covers with practiced ease, 
Remy swiftly and silently dressed in the near-dark; something 
he thanked his ninja training for. Then he slipped out into 
the chill of the silent hallway. 

 As the door slid shut behind him, he froze, realizing he 
was not alone. 

 “Ah cain‟t believe,” murmured the icy voice, “that Ah 
came back ta see if you were okay.” Saint slowly shook her 
head. “Shoulda known better.” Her disgust had chilled into a 
clinical thing, and something in Remy writhed to be exposed 
to it. 

 “Dis is not what it looks like,” he said quickly, knowing 
it was the wrong thing to say as the words spilled out. 

 “Frankly, LeBeau, Ah don‟t give a damn,” she said 
fiercely. Her pupils were flat and silvery in the dark. “Ah 
don‟t care ta ever see you again.” 
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 Remy stood and watched as she turned. She walked 
away from him. He knew better than to think anything he 
could say would even slow her as she left his life. 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN 

 Hours later, the bright sunshine lit up the cafeteria. 

 “Go ahead,” Rich said quietly. “If something bad 
happens, I‟ll pull you back.” 

 Saint looked at him nervously, then she gingerly 
extended her hand into the sunlit room. The sun lay warm 
against her skin, and relief swept through her. 

 “It don‟t hurt a bit,” she said, and she stepped fully into 
the sunlight. “Ah feel just the same!” She smiled brilliantly. 
“Ah got all Frost‟s raw power, and Ah can stand the sunlight. 
Ah‟m even hungry fer food!” 

 “That‟s great!” Rich grinned enthusiastically. “Did you 
find Morbius too?” 

 “Ah‟ll have ta take another look tonight,” Saint replied, 
her smile fading. “He… he really didn‟t want ta be found.” 

 The other door into the cafeteria opened, and Xavier 
strolled in. Skids followed him, and Kitty hobbled in with the 
aid of a cane, and Emma at her elbow. 

 “Well then,” Xavier said, “how‟s breakfast coming, 
Forge?” 

 “Pretty good,” Forge replied from the kitchen. “Just 
about done. Come and get it.” 

 The others collected their plates as he put them out. 
Bacon and eggs, toast, biscuits and gravy. They sat down, but 
a lot of questions went unasked.. 

 After a few bites, Xavier leaned back in his chair. “I 
think we need to have the funeral this morning,” he said. 
“Barring objection.” 
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 No one had anything to say. 

 “Skids has requested that Leech be buried here,” Xavier 
continued. “The completed command module will serve as a 
tomb for Magnus.” He looked at Rich, who nodded; they 
had already discussed this in private. 

 “After breakfast?” Kitty asked in a small voice, wincing 
slightly. 

 “Yes,” Xavier confirmed. 

 “I‟m done eating,” she said, and she pushed her plate 
aside. 

 “I think I speak for everyone,” Rich said. “Let‟s get this 
done.” 

 “What do you think, Frost?” Xavier asked. 

 She looked at him briefly, then down at the table. “You 
know what I think,” she said tonelessly. 

 “Then it is decided,” Xavier nodded. “Forge. Let‟s go 
ahead and have the funeral.” 

 A few minutes later, they were all gathered in the 
construction bay. Forge punched in the commands to open 
the roof. Sunlight slanted down, not reaching all the way 
inside, but lighting up a slab of rock far above as it angled in. 

 “I would offer you all a chance to speak,” Xavier said, 
“but I don‟t think that‟s what Magnus would have wanted. 
He was more concerned with what fueled your heart and 
mind, and how that expressed itself in action, than in what 
you had to say. He appreciated a good speech. But I‟d like to 
think he‟d be more proud of what we go on to do from here, 
than what we say over his body.” 

 He paused, and squinted down at the black zippered bag 
that held the body of their leader. “I do not have his 
strength,” Xavier said simply. “I do not have the absolute 
conviction of his vision. The concept of a single world, 
united under a powerful and united council, is not something 
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I can adopt as my own.” He looked from face to face, taking 
in the expressions of those gathered. 

 “Magnus‟s vision has inspired me, however,” Xavier 
continued. “I see the strength he drew from his dream, and I 
realize I need one of my own. I have tremendous power. All 
of us do. But the test is not the power, the test is how we use 
it. No matter how mighty our abilities and wealth make us, it 
is our decisions and our skill in making our wills into reality 
that define how powerful we are. I don‟t want to rule this 
world. I‟ve seen too much of it,” Xavier murmured, his 
thoughts looking inward. “But I want to learn how to live in 
this world.” He looked across the assembled group once 
again, giving those words time to sink in. 

 “What is harder, after all? To break the world, and re-
shape it in our images? Or to find a way to be true to 
ourselves, and still fit into this world? There are no easy 
answers,” Xavier admitted. “But there is satisfaction in 
finding questions that we can spend the rest of our lives 
answering.” He looked Forge in the eye. “I release you, 
Forge,” he said quietly. “You are free to go.” 

 Forge‟s chin twitched as he felt the psionic bonds 
dissolve in his mind, and for the first time in a very long time 
he was his own man. 

 Xavier sighed. “Any of you that want to come with me 
are invited,” he said quietly. 

 “Even me?” Emma asked, half serious. 

 “Especially you,” Xavier agreed. He looked at Remy, 
who was studiously inspecting the floor between his scuffed 
shoes. “You are all welcome. Magnus promised you the 
world. I can only promise you a place in it.” 

 No one had anything to say to that. Xavier nodded to 
Rich, who picked up Magnus‟s body and carried it up into 
the command module. Forge sat down at the 
communications console and flicked it on, bringing the 
thruster systems online. 
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 Rich gripped the module halfway along its ten meter 
length, and he rose up into the air carrying it. The assembly 
watched as he flew up into the morning sky, hauling the 
massive metal chunk. They watched him until he was just a 
speck in the cloudless sky. Then they gathered around 
Forge‟s station. 

 One camera on the back of the station caught Rich‟s 
expression. He had maneuvered himself beneath the module, 
and he pushed it up through the atmosphere. His eyes were 
full of pain, but not from the weight and the task. He was a 
proud pallbearer. Seeing the resolute grief etched in his face 
caught in Kitty‟s throat, and she began to quietly sob as tears 
rolled down Skids‟s face. 

 “Goodbye, Magnus,” Xavier said softly, and even Frost 
had to gasp at the twitch in her ribs as tears welled up in her. 

 It took time for Rich to fly up to the edge of the 
atmosphere, but no one gathered around the monitors 
counted the minutes. At the edge of space, Rich paused. 

 “This world was never big enough for you, sir,” he said, 
and they realized he probably didn‟t know he was being 
recorded. Then Rich pushed the craft, hard, and it sailed out 
of the atmosphere. Forge triggered the thrusters, and the 
module began the long, inexorable journey to the sun. 

 “A fitting pyre,” Xavier said, and emotion caught up to 
him too. 

 As the image of Rich shrank, recorded from the doomed 
funeral satellite, they could see the tears that froze in his eyes. 
Then, he was just a lost shadow on a backdrop of a 
brightening earth. 

* 

 Elektra prodded slightly at the tomatoes, considering her 
purchase, while the bustle of the supermarket flowed around 
the produce aisle. She hesitated, then looked down the aisle 
with a frown. 
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 “Hello, Elektra,” Matt said. He was dapper in a trench 
coat over his suit, his hair impeccably combed, his eyes 
armored with dark glasses and his hands gripping a white 
cane. 

 “Yes?” she said coolly. 

 His expression darkened. “Just thought I‟d catch up on 
what you‟ve been keeping busy with. Maybe thought you‟d 
tell me why you‟ve contracted as an assassin for one of the 
most dangerous businessmen in the world.” 

 “One of?” she said with a mirthless smile. “You haven‟t 
been doing your homework, Matthew.” 

 “I don‟t want to know what he‟s up to,” Matt said 
heatedly. “What do you think you‟re doing, lowering yourself 
to being a hired thug? You got clear of the influence of the 
Hand. You don‟t have to kill people anymore!” he said 
emphatically. 

 “You forfeited your right to tell me what I do and do 
not have to do, the day Stick died and you walked away from 
me,” she snapped. “I hope you don‟t fully understand what I 
did to make myself acceptable to you. Because if you do 
understand, then you‟re not just insensitive and confused. 
You‟re a traitorous bastard.” He did not need to see her face; 
her tone told him everything he needed to know. “If you‟ll 
excuse me,” she continued, “I‟m shopping.” 

 “Elektra,” Matt said, frowning. 

 “No, you listen to me,” she replied, her voice low. She 
switched to the Silent Speech, and the force of it drew a 
flinch from him. My work is ugly. My life is ugly. And that’s why 
you wanted nothing to do with me. I accept that. But I have no patience 
for a squeamish man who has already passed his judgment. I’m tired of 
you waving your righteous blindness in my face. 

 “So it‟s my fault now?” Matt demanded, incredulous. 
Elektra‟s eyes seemed to flare, and though Matt couldn‟t see 
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her, his senses were so sharp that they warned him of what 
was coming. 

 His response wasn‟t enough to protect him. 

 She stepped around the cart, and slapped his hands away 
as he raised them to defend himself. She thrust her finger 
into the side of his neck, and he sagged back against the 
produce, gagging. 

 “That‟ll shut you up,” she said in a voice that could 
shave diamond. “Your skills have lapsed, Matt. If you aren‟t 
going to be in my world, stay the hell out of it.” She glanced 
around. “And watch your step going home, or one of the real 
ninja that‟s following me might suspect you‟re involved in 
what I‟m up to.” 

 He groped at his neck, old knowledge of chi meridians 
and nerve clusters swarming in his mind as pain streaked 
through his nervous system. Elektra walked back around her 
cart, and regarded him. 

 “Stay out of my way, Murdock,” she said, her voice low 
and dangerous. “You chose to be part of a past that we can 
no longer share. Me? I have a future.” She pushed her cart at 
him, and he stumbled out of the way. 

 She walked down by the peppers, schooling her breath. 
She would not weep with the exquisite pain that carved 
around her heart in that moment; schooling her features, her 
breathing, her body, she melted the emotion. It trickled 
down inside her skin, but no moisture touched her eyes. She 
breathed deeply, steadily. 

 Picking up the green pepper, she shook it. A few seeds 
rattled around in the hollowness inside. Even as Elektra 
listened to make sure Matt had stumbled away, she knew it. 

 Her balance was lost. 

 Frowning, she pushed the cart along the aisle, and 
refused to think about what that could mean. 
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* 

 Saint dropped out of the sky, down into the dimness of 
the cave. 

 “Ah can feel ya in here,” Saint said quietly. “Morbius. 
It‟s okay. I‟m not gonna hurt you.” 

 “I know,” whispered a hoarse voice in the back of the 
cave, tucked deep enough to be totally protected from 
sunlight. “So—so tired. Now that it‟s day. Maybe I can rest 
in peace.” His voice was slurred. 

 “How you doin?” Saint asked, concerned. 

 “Ask me again at dusk. Until then… can‟t look for a 
pattern. Not enough repeated… incidents.” His voice had a 
ghostlike undertone that rustled from the walls, eerie. “You?” 

 “Ah‟m fine, maybe finer than Ah‟ve ever been.” She 
shook her head. “Can‟t hardly believe it,” she murmured. 
“Ah can fly! Strong, too. Maybe bulletproof. Tough, fast. 
That vampire feller sure packed a hell of a wallop.” She 
squinted at the shadows, seeing into them as though they 
were lit. “Ah think that my absorbin powers meshed with his, 
and they stabilized each other. Ah haven‟t lost any power 
since it happened, and it‟s been hours.” She paused, self-
conscious. “You?” she asked in a small voice. 

 He chuckled painfully. “I‟m having a hell of a day,” he 
whispered, afraid to entrust his voice with more. 

 “Ah can‟t believe you figured a way ta save me, from 
sunlight and that horrible thirst,” Saint said humbly. 

 “I was dying anyway,” Morbius sighed. “Just got 
interrupted a little. I‟ll tell you one thing.” He cleared his 
throat. “I wish I had gotten the flaws without any of the 
power. The hunger I feel at night… it‟s so strong. It makes 
me strong. The hunger brought the tools to sate it.” He 
paused. “I don‟t think I can stop myself from hurting people. 
Killing people. Saint, we both know… Marie. You know I 
have to be stopped.” 
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 “No,” she said flatly. “Don‟t you even think about that. 
Ah love you, Mike. Ah know it. Ah‟ve known it for months 
now. It just didn‟t—well, you were dyin. And it just didn‟t 
seem right. But you and me, we make a whole, and Ah won‟t 
hear any more talk about suicide or killin.” 

 “Maybe we do form a whole,” Morbius murmured. 
“Maybe cancerous growths form a whole with the bodies 
they suck life from. Maybe a gangrenous limb forms a whole 
with the body it threatens. But we operate, and the survivors 
go on. If you touch me again, Marie… If you touch me 
again, you might get some of this back. I‟ll die before I let 
that happen. I‟ll just keep my weak blood, and stuff it with 
some supernatural evil, and then just let the sun cleanse me 
of both.” He chuckled, a painful rattle. “Don‟t weep for me, 
Saint. I have no regrets.” 

 “In spite of your blood, and your evil, your heart has 
somethin Ah need,” Saint said seriously. “Don‟t leave me, 
Mike. Not yet. Not until Ah‟ve made sense of it. We haven‟t 
even tried ta find a cure. Ah know a guy in New York who 
might be able to help you. He‟s got a crazy house in 
Greenwich Village. Don‟t count Xavier out, neither. Give us 
a chance.” 

 The echoes of her pleas faded in the dryness of the 
caves. Something stirred towards the back of the cave. 

 “Alright,” Morbius murmured. “We‟ll try for a cure. 
Rather, I‟ll try. I can… I can come back at dusk. Sunlight is a 
bit of a problem,” he admitted.” 

 “Dusk then,” Saint agreed. “You want us to come pick 
you up?” 

 “I‟ll find my way home,” Morbius said. “One way or 
another. Now get out of here. I… I need to… well, be 
unconscious,” he slurred. “Not really sleeping. Not 
anymore.” 

 “Sweet dreams,” Saint said uncertainly. Then she rose 
up into they sky, and flitted away. 



 

100 

* 

 Remy‟s steps crunched on the rocky soil as he 
approached the open plot of ground behind the rock of the 
concealed fortress. He gazed at Skids‟s back. She knelt by a 
small grave, with a headstone Rich and Forge had quickly 
carved from local stone. In a simple, sorrowful gesture, she 
put a small bunch of wildflowers on the freshly turned earth. 

 “I would have helped you, you know,” Remy said 
hesitantly. “Helped you dig de grave.” 

 “I had to do it myself,” Skids said. She sniffled. “I had 
to do it around here. I couldn‟t send him into the sun. The 
world wasn’t too big for Leech. Just too mean.” She sighed, a 
small and hopeless sound. “I wanted a place I could visit. 
Maybe I‟m selfish.” She wiped at her face. 

 Remy stirred a little, not sure what to say. 

 “Look, Remy,” Skids said. “We all gotta mourn our own 
way. Xavier knows that. And I need this to be private. I gotta 
do this my way.” 

 “I‟m sorry to intrude,” Remy said, his voice tight with 
something like pain. “I‟ll get out of your way in a minnit, but 
we gotta talk first. About us.” 

 “Us?” Skids said, tired. 

 “I can‟t go wit Xavier,” Remy said. “I can‟t—his whole 
ting,” he gestured with his hands. “I gotta be on de move.” 

 “And you can never be mine,” Skids said distantly. “I 
know that. I guess I knew when I realized you got rid of us in 
New York. You‟re a man of the moment, Remy LeBeau. 
And moments come and go.” She looked down at the 
delicate and vast mosaic of the sandy, rocky soil. “Even now 
that I can turn off my powers and touch you any time I 
want.” 
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 “It‟s not dat,” Remy said quickly. “It‟s… I gotta be 
honest wit you, Skids,” he said, as though the admission 
pained him. 

 “Why start now?” she said bitterly. 

 “Dat‟s not fair,” he growled. “I did tink I was gonna die. 
Instead I got roped into saving de world. And after dat? A 
little distracted!” He calmed himself. “But de real reason I 
can‟t be wit you? Is the „me‟ dat I see reflected in your eyes.” 
He sighed, shaking his head. “I earned dat, God knows. I 
don like to tink about my flaws, not if I can help it. I‟m not 
perfect, you knew dat when we met. I do my best. But it‟s 
not good enough sometimes.” He heaved a sigh. “I‟m better 
off on my own. Maybe someday down de road, we can be 
togedder. Maybe someday de road, she be done wit me.” 

 “I understand,” Skids said into the awkward silence. 
“Just like you understand why I‟m going with Xavier.” She 
didn‟t look at him. 

 “Yeah,” he nodded. He squinted up at the sky. “You 
know, Stick knew someting about Leech. I never did find out 
what. Maybe, wherever dey are now, dey can finally talk it 
over.” He looked at Skids, noting the curve of her jaw, the 
quiet strength of the set of her shoulders. “Dat‟s the hard 
ting about life. You try so hard to stay alive, den de people 
you live for, dey slip away from you.” He glanced around, 
but couldn‟t think of a graceful way to end the conversation. 
He turned and left, as quietly as he had come. 

 Skids touched the fresh soil of Leech‟s grave. 

 “Happy trails, kid,” she whispered. 

 Then she rose. 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE 
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 Xavier sat in a wheelchair, watching the last stains of the 
sun fade from the sky in a glorious watercolor sunset. Remy 
stepped up to his side. 

 “I‟m leaving tomorrow,” Remy said. “I tought you 
should know.” 

 “I‟m sorry things didn‟t work out,” Xavier replied, 
thoughtfully regarding the sunset. “I‟m sorry you couldn‟t 
find what you were looking for.” 

 “Mebbe it doesn‟t exist,” Remy shrugged. “But we all 
must keep searching, no?” 

 Saint flew up into the sunset, lining up on the concealed 
window of the mountain fortress. She flew up to it, and 
Xavier flicked the switch to open the window. She descended 
to Xavier and landed, kneeling to put the big bundle in her 
arms down on the floor. It twitched, and she unwrapped it to 
reveal a stained and filthy Michael Morbius. 

 “Too many people,” Morbius said uncertainly. Remy 
crossed the room and stood in the doorway, and Saint helped 
Morbius rise. 

 “I have a rule,” Xavier said. “I can‟t go into the mind of 
one of the undead.” 

 “He‟s not totally undead. Not really,” Saint protested. 
“He‟s kind of a living vampire. Ah guess. Ah don‟t know. 
C‟mon, please?” 
 Xaver flexed his jaw, then he nodded. “I don‟t need to 
go into your mind to feel the hunger rolling off you,” he said 
tightly. Then he cocked his head, and peered at Morbius. 
Morbius relaxed at once. “I can take the edge off that 
hunger,” Xavier said. “But I can‟t make it go away without 
making you catatonic.” He hesitated. “Is that level of 
compulsion one you can resist?” 

 “For now, I guess,” Morbius said uneasily. “But I‟ll have 
to eat sometime, won‟t I. And I don‟t think a nice vegetable 
stew or steak tartar will satisfy this craving I‟ve got.” 
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 “I know a half vampire in New York,” Remy said 
quietly. “Maybe he could help you.” 

 Remy had the full attention of everyone in the room. 

 “He was trained by my best teacher. If you want, I can 
take you to him.” Remy shifted his weight, and he inspected 
his fingernails. 

 “I think that would be for the best,” Morbius agreed 
quietly. “I need the distance. And in New York, if I can‟t 
control this… this urge, I can find plenty of people to feed on 
who deserve it.” He looked Saint in the eye. “I‟ll get this 
figured out if I can. And if I do, then I‟ll find you.” 

 “You‟ll always know the way,” Xavier assured him, 
“even if you‟ve never been there, or heard of where we are. 
If you want to know… you will.” 

 “Ah‟m sorry ta see you go,” Rogue admitted. “This sure 
is a screwed-up world, isn‟t it.” 

 “You never know how it will turn out,” Morbius said 
quietly. “I‟ll come back if I can.” 

 She just nodded, and Morbius turned to Remy. “So how 
do you want to do this?” 

 “I got a phone number I can call,” Remy said. “I also 
got ways to get on flights, don‟t you worry about dat. So all 
we need is a nice tight box to put you in.” His charming 
smile faltered somewhat. 

 “Forge can arrange it,” Xavier said, and he punched a 
code into the intercom. The other end crackled. 

 “This is Forge.” 

 “We need a lightproof box for Morbius to travel on an 
airplane,” Xavier said. 

 “On it,” Forge replied, and the intercom clicked off. 
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 “Well, with that out of the way,” Xavier said, “I‟ll bid 
you good evening.” He nodded to them, then wheeled out of 
the room. 

 Saint looked at Remy and Morbius, but she didn‟t have 
anything to say to both of them together. Confused, she 
followed Xavier. Remy turned to Morbius. 

 “Sometimes, mon frere, a chapter of your life closes and 
another opens. Sometimes you have to leave de past behind 
you.” 

 “Perhaps,” Morbius shrugged. “But the past has a way 
of cropping up in the future, if you don‟t deal with it when 
it‟s the present.” 

 Remy chuckled. “Maybe so, but dere is not a damn ting 
you can do about de world‟s sense of humor. So you do de 
best wit de day you get, and let tomorrow sort itself out.” 

 “Yeah, that seems to have worked pretty well for me,” 
Morbius said bitterly. 

 Remy looked him in the eye. “Don let it make you 
bitter,” he cautioned. “We going to see a very bad man. He 
can help you, I tink, but he‟ll kill you if you make him.” 

 “I like him already,” Morbius sighed. “Let‟s go.” 

PART FOUR: JUSTICE AND REVENGE 

Friday, October 28, 2005 

 “I‟ll be damned,” Fury breathed as he watched Forge 
step through the diner‟s door. “Forge!” he said, surprised at 
the excitement in his voice. He stood up, gratified to see 
Forge‟s face light up when he saw him. The skinny cyborg 
shook Fury‟s hand enthusiastically, and they sat at the bar 
together. 
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 “One for my friend here,” Fury said with a grin, and he 
turned to Forge. “Damn good to see you alive. LeBeau must 
have come through for me.” 

 “That depends on what you sent him to do,” Forge 
replied sardonically. “Magnus is dead, the One Worlders 
disbanded, most of them following Xavier. I was released.” 
He paused. “But I‟m still going with Xavier. They‟re not 
looking to take over the world anymore, they‟re going to try 
to figure out how to live in it. We could use a man like you, 
Fury,” he said seriously. 

 “I got my bar. I saved the world. I‟m ready for some 
peace and quiet,” Fury said with an honest smile. His 
expression darkened. “How did you get mixed up with these 
guys? Why‟d you put in the „under duress‟ code ta drag me all 
the way out here?” 

 Forge sighed. “The One Worlders, that‟s the nutcases 
that had me out there, got hit by a rival gang. The Illuminati. 
Yeah, I know. Anyway. One of their psychers mind-
controlled me and made me work for them, made me build 
this modular space fortress they could use as a command 
center when they ruled the world.” 

 “That‟s a little bit pretentious,” Fury growled. 

 “Well, they got sneak-attacked and didn‟t like it. They 
figured if they were up in space,” Forge shrugged, “attackers 
would have a harder time getting to them.” 

 “So far so good,” Fury said, leaning back. 

 “Well, the One Worlders were just attacked by a 
vampire,” Forge said with a sideways look at Fury. 

 “Just one?” Fury said, surprised. “I‟ve had ta deal with 
packs, but they never came one at a time that I ever heard 
of.” 

 “You‟ve fought vampires?” Forge said, his eyebrows 
shooting up, shock in his voice. 
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 “Oh yeah,” Fury nodded. “A whole army of „em, 
seemed like. They were working for some pale jackass with 
delusions of grandeur, went by the name of Deacon Frost. 
But we nailed him good, or that‟s how I hear it.” 

 “How do you do that?” Forge asked, startled. “How do 
you already know about this, when it‟s one of the wildest 
tales I‟ve ever lived through?” 

 “What do you mean?” Fury retorted. 

 “Deacon Frost was the vampire that attacked us!” Forge 
replied, then he glanced around, resolving to keep his voice 
down. Several other patrons in the diner rolled their eyes, or 
hid their smiles. Forge leaned in closer. “We saw his dust. We 
destroyed him for sure, and left the remains in the sunlight.” 

 “That‟s pretty good! You must have some badass war 
machines in that club,” Fury said, genuinely impressed. 

 “The leader was killed,” Forge said. He paused. “Xavier 
released me, Nick. But what he‟s doing is right. It‟s what I‟ve 
always wanted. A way to live in the world safely, you know? 
So I don‟t have to do the espionage and spy games just to 
earn a place, so I don‟t have to build weapons and fortresses 
to earn my right to be different.” He paused, looking down 
into his newly-arrived drink. “They released me. And I‟ve 
chosen to go with them.” 

 “Ain‟t that a kick in the head,” Fury murmured, eyeing 
Forge. “They kidnap you and force you to work for them, 
then they let you go and you want to stay.” He took a long 
pull on his beer. 

 “You don‟t understand how they‟ve changed. It‟s the 
same people, but it‟s a whole different group with Xavier in 
charge,” Forge said. “I can‟t explain it. They‟re so different.” 

 “Well, you gotta do what you gotta do,” Fury grumbled. 
“But if you ever want to come and visit, there‟s a bar in New 
York where your money is no good.” He shook his head. 
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“Damned useless. I‟m glad it‟s sorted out, I just don‟t see 
why I hadda come out here,” he groused good-naturedly. 

 “If you hadn‟t been here,” Forge said seriously, “Remy 
might not have been able to find the place. And if he hadn‟t 
come out when he did, who knows how it would have turned 
out?” He shook his head. “We can never see what the Great 
Spirit has in his hand of cards, you know? I‟m glad you were 
here. It means a lot to me that you responded to my distress 
signal, and stayed until I came out safe.” His smile was warm. 
Then it faltered. “We do have another problem, though,” he 
said in a low voice. 

 “What‟s that,” Fury asked, tired. 

 “The secret weapon. The one I built, the one that was so 
dangerous you told me I should abandon it. The one that we 
buried under so much security that even I, its creator, would 
have to dismantle sections to get in. You remember this 
weapon.” 

 “Damn straight,” Fury growled. “Wakes me up at night 
thinkin about it sometimes. What about it.” 

 “Someone took it,” Forge whispered. “Not the One 
Worlders. Not even me, under duress and mind-wiped. 
Because I‟d have to take certain measures to get through that 
security. Somebody else just waltzed in and took it and 
waltzed out again. I can‟t understand how it could be done. 
But somebody out there has the matter virus.” 

 Fury stared at him with his one eye. “You better come 
with me until we can get this sorted out,” Fury said slowly. “I 
got some people I can call, and you can do your Mr. Wizard 
thing, and we can get that thing back. There are no „right 
hands‟ for that weapon to fall into. Not even ours.” 

 “I guess I should have destroyed it,” Forge said 
morosely. “But it was the coolest thing I ever built, bar 
none.” 

 “You got arrangements to make?” Fury asked, rising. 
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 “Yeah,” Forge said. He pulled out a cell phone, punched 
in a number. “Xavier? Yeah, I‟ll catch up. Thanks.” And he 
hung up. 

 “What, no secret passwords or directions?” Fury 
grinned, bemused. 

 “When I want to find them,” Forge said, tapping his 
head, “I‟ll know the way.” 

 “Well okay then,” Fury nodded. “Daylight‟s burnin. 
Saddle up.” 

 They left together. 

* 

 Remy muttered French curses to himself as he dragged 
the cart with the long black box through the airport, headed 
for the doors. His cell phone rang, and he tugged it out of his 
pocket, snapping it open. “Bonjour.” 

 “We‟re at the door. Hurry your ass up,” Blade growled. 

 Remy resumed cursing, and he dragged the heavy box 
out through the doors. A sleek, brand new, black SUV was 
parked at the curb. The door slammed as Blade left the 
vehicle, rounding the back to open it. He helped Remy heft 
the box into the back; Remy looked ahead and saw the back 
of a head in the passenger‟s seat. 

 “Who‟s de new guy?” Remy muttered under his breath. 

 “Arrow,” Blade replied. “One of Stick‟s students. He got 
the memo to help save the world, but he got here a little late. 
He‟s been helping me with my investigation. Now you‟re 
helping too.” He flashed Remy a too-white smile against the 
darkness of his features, and then he slammed the truck 
doors. 

 As he and Remy climbed in, Arrow turned and offered 
Remy an ingratiating smile. “Hello, I‟m Oliver Queen, but 
you can call me Arrow. Apparently it‟s what all the cool ninja 
are doing. Shall I call you Box?” 
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 “No, Stick, he call me Bo. Tought it was damn funny. 
You can call me Remy.” Remy offered his best charming 
smile; he could sense that he was going to be Arrow‟s best 
friend, or he was going to have to kill him. 

 “Great!” Arrow said. “So what‟s in the box? Blade told 
me to mind my own damn business.” He smirked slightly. “I 
think having it here with us makes it my business, don‟t 
you?” 

 “If you plan to run wit us for a while, den yes,” Remy 
said. “It‟s a half vampire.” 
 “What?!” 

 “Like Blade, kind of,” Remy said quickly. “He was a nice 
guy. I want to see if Blade can help him get dis ting under 
control, so he can be stable and not eat people.” 

 “Is he serious?” Arrow protested to Blade. 

 “If he‟s strong, he‟ll live,” Blade growled, eyes on the 
road. “If he can‟t fight it, then I‟ll see to it he can‟t hurt 
anyone else.” He glanced over at Arrow. “I do this, and 
Remy‟s gonna help us fight the ninja.” 

 “Ah,” Arrow said with a sunny smile. “Right then. Carry 
on.” 

 “You owe me big,” Remy muttered, eyeing the box in 
the back. 

* 

 Muttered curses and bangs echoed in the loft long 
before the window was shoved open and three men entered, 
tossing the big box on the floor. Remy inspected his skinned 
knuckles with a wince. 

 “So we climb de fire escape to de sixth floor for dis,” he 
said, looking around. “Well, at least it‟s… roomy.” His words 
almost echoed in the expansive loft space. 

 “Yeah. Condemned building,” Arrow said. “I told Blade 
we could be executive ninja, and actually have comfortable 
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living quarters, and that we didn‟t have to mortify the flesh to 
sharpen the mind. But he doesn‟t care. Because he sleeps in a 
chair and he meditates twelve hours a day and he really 
doesn‟t pay any attention at all to what the couch smells 
like.” He sighed as he flopped down on the couch. “Well. 
Let‟s see this jack in the box.” 

 “I guess dis be de best seat in de house,” Remy agreed, 
sitting next to Arrow on the sofa. 

 As Blade shucked his coat off and lay it on the table, 
Arrow leaned closer to Remy. “Damn good thing you 
showed. After the week I‟ve had, I was seriously thinking 
about bailing. On the one hand, I don‟t want Blade on my 
bad side. He shows remarkable lack of good judgment and 
perspective. On the other hand… this sucks.” He shook his 
head. “After the show, want to go get a beer or something? 
After we let the vampire out of the box?” He shook his head. 
“It‟s been a hell of a week.” 

 “Sounds good,” Remy said with a crooked smile. Then 
Blade opened the box, not bothering with preamble or 
conversation. 

 Morbius sprang out, squalling, lashing out at Blade. 
Blade knocked his hands to the side and fired a pair of palm 
strikes into the other living vampire‟s shoulders, knocking 
him sailing back to whack into the wall. Morbius bounced 
back from the devastating blow, snarling and snapping at 
Blade, who deflected his strike, kicked his feet out, and 
slammed him face-first on the floor. 

 A third time, Morbius popped up, and Blade 
backhanded him with super-human strength, sending him 
flying back into the wall once more. This time, when 
Morbius rebounded, he hesitated. Something inhuman and 
calculating gleamed in his eyes. He hissed, low and menacing, 
but he was trapped between the pain and fear of attack and 
the ravenous hunger. 
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 “I know what you need,” Blade growled. He drew a 
knife, and slit the back of his arm. He offered his forearm, 
and Morbius was mesmerized by the blood. Cautiously, the 
living vampire approached, then he pounced on the arm. 
Greedily, he sucked at the wound. Blade took a sideways step 
and twisted Morbius around, gripping his head; the vampire 
was oblivious as he nuzzled Blade‟s bloody arm.. 

 Blade looked Remy in the eye as he held Morbius‟s head. 
As he stood poised to rip it off. Remy simply watched. And 
Blade nodded to himself. Then he yanked his arm back, 
kicking Morbius to the ground. Focusing, Blade healed the 
wound. Then he rounded on Morbius. 

 “Better?” he demanded. 

 “Yes, thanks,” Morbius said weakly. 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

 “If you all have dis under control, I‟m going out for a 
beer,” Remy said as he rose. Arrow followed as they headed 
for the door. 

 “See you later, don‟t make a mess,” Arrow said cheerily 
as they strolled out and shut the door behind themselves. 

 Blade looked after them for a moment, then he turned 
to Morbius. “So what‟s your story.” 

 “I was a doctor,” Morbius said. “I had a blood 
condition, I was dying. I worked with some people, taking 
care of their medical needs while they funded my research. I 
only had months to live.” He sighed. “A woman I love 
became a vampire, but she had other gifts first, and the 
vampirism was a botched job. We—we kissed, and I took the 
nasty part of it. She got to keep the rest, the raw power.” He 
paused. “And I wouldn‟t have it any other way. The only 
reason I‟m still alive is at her request,” he said honestly. “But 
for all I know, I‟m dead and in hell.” 
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 “Your heart is still beating,” Blade said through his 
teeth. “You‟re some kind of living vampire, like me.” 

 “I can feel you,” Morbius said, eyes glittering. “Your 
thirst. It‟s contained somehow.” He shook his head. “How 
did you do that?” 

 “It‟s just my blood talking to you,” Blade said. “It‟ll 
pass.” 

 “No, not just you. I feel the hunger in New York,” 
Morbius said. “The vampires. As we headed in, I could sense 
them, right outside the box. Here and there. This city is 
crawling with them,” he said to himself. “Who would have 
guessed?” 

 “How can you do this?” Blade demanded, uneasy. 

 “My hunger feels theirs,” Morbius replied, almost a 
whisper. “My lust touches theirs.” 

 Blade‟s frown did not alter. “I kill vampires,” he said 
flatly. 

 Morbius gazed into his eyes. “Good,” he murmured. 

 For the first time, the hints of a smile touched the edges 
of Blade‟s features. 

* 

 “Her,” Arrow said, pointing. “The brunette with the 
long, long legs.” 

 “You‟re on,” Remy agreed. “Twenty dollar.” 

 “You got it,” Arrow nodded. “Twenty dollars says I‟m 
the man to find out the threadcount of her sheets.” 

 Remy grinned, pushed his hair back, and rose. He 
approached the bar, and the sleek woman in hip-hugging 
jeans and a sweater spared him a glance. 

 “It‟s cold outside,” Remy said quietly as he sat down. He 
rapped his knuckles on the bar. “Beer,” he said. He glanced 
at the brunette. “I tought I would have to come here to 
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drown my sorrows,” he said with a small smile. “Maybe tings 
aren‟t so bad after all.” 

 Arrow rolled his eyes. “Damn, LeBeau,” he said under 
his breath. 

 “Maybe they‟re worse,” the brunette replied with a 
scathing look. “Beat it, creep.” 

 Remy grinned at her. “Have one on me,” he said, and he 
left a bill on the bar. He returned to the table where Arrow 
sat, ignoring the other man‟s huge grin. 

 “You know, I‟m thinking about moving out,” Arrow 
said. “Living with Blade is fun and all. Like we‟re twelve, and 
we killed the babysitter, and we can watch tv all night and 
drink root beer and watch horror movies. But I‟m thinking I 
can sleep my way to better accommodations. Get a cell 
phone. Then I can go wherever I want, and when Blade 
needs me, I can show up.” Arrow took a long pull on his 
beer. 

 “Mon ami, you may be smarter dan you look,” Remy 
observed. “I should have tought of dat myself.” 

 Arrow chuckled. “We live a dangerous life,” he said. “All 
that death. Need a little life in there too. Now, if you‟ll 
excuse me, I have a woman to seduce.” 

 “Be my guest, mon ami,” Remy said as he leaned back in 
his chair. “I‟ve had my fill of women just now. Noting but 
trouble.” 

 “Maybe a little something else they have to offer,” Arrow 
grinned as he rose. 

 “Okay, I give you dat,” Remy said, a small smile on his 
face as his mind wandered. 

 “Hold that thought,” Arrow said. “You‟re about to see a 
master at work.” He approached the bar. 

 When the brunette looked at him, with his dashing hair 
and mysterious goatee, she smiled. Her eyes roamed his 
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mighty and defined arms, his muscled torso. He struck up a 
conversation, and Remy just shook his head. 

 “De flirting, dat‟s how it begins,” he said to himself. 
“But it always end in pain.” He shook his head, and took 
another pull on his beer. “Always.” 

* 

 “If you really can find them, then you might be worth 
something to me,” Blade muttered to Morbius. They stood in 
a steaming, dank alley, ignoring the chill of the New York 
night. 

 “Right around the corner,” Morbius said, his eyes bright 
with something hotter than a fever. He followed the alley to 
its end, and looked across the street. 

 The old church had been renovated. It was not a club, it 
was just a place to go and drink and dance. A burly doorman 
stood outside. 

 Blade stood by Morbius, and he sniffed. His expression 
curled into distaste. “That‟s the stink of vampires, alright,” he 
said. “Let‟s go see if they‟ll let us in.” He glanced both ways, 
then crossed the street. He was solid, his leather coat flowing 
behind him, the sword at his side more conspicuous than the 
two pistols holstered at his ribs, outside the flak jacket. 
Morbius kept pace, his head slung forward, his lank hair 
swinging around his face as he looked all around. He was 
stringy and loose, tightly wound, a peculiar scrawny geek who 
radiated menace. 

 “Who the hell do you think you—” the huge bouncer 
said before Blade fired a palm strike into his face, snapping 
his nose and sending him back off his feet. Blade stepped 
into a kick that banged the big bouncer into the stone wall. 

 Morbius quivered, restraining himself as the big man 
bled on the concrete. Blade walked up to the door and slung 
a powerful kick into its center, smashing the door open. 
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 Inside, thudding techno continued without pause. The 
swarm of people danced and writhed to the music, most 
oblivious to the intrusion. As Blade looked across the crowd, 
he saw almost a third of the dancers were the walking dead, 
and the rest were simply warming up dinner as they danced 
and wriggled, unaware that they performed for the pleasure 
of those who stalked them. 

 “It‟s a hunter!” one shouted, but it was too late. 

 The ninja blade whipped out, and the half-vampire ninja 
Blade leaped into the crowd, his sword whistling around with 
lethal precision. The blade whipped through a vampire‟s 
neck, and as the head popped up in the air it seared and 
flared with ash, the body collapsing back and crisping. People 
screamed, vampires hissed with furiously back-lit eyes, and 
the guards went for their guns. 

 Morbius sprang at one of the big men with submachine 
guns, tackling him and plunging his fangs into the big man as 
his victim screamed, his gun chattering into the stone of the 
wall, ricochets caroming towards the crowd. Blade parried 
and thrust and slashed, and two more vampires exploded 
into ash as the guards opened fire towards Blade, heedless of 
the crowd in the way. 

 Blade charged, his sword darting up through the 
vampire and disemboweling him, bisecting his heart, sending 
flame racing across his skin. He spun and dove, bullets 
chewing at his coat and punching into his armor vest. 
Rolling, he lashed his sword through the knees of a vampire, 
and he cut him in half with the backstroke. Ash flared and 
swirled, graying the deadly ninja as he came up with a gun, 
hammering bullets into one of the mortal shooters, sending 
him back into the wall, rebounding from the bloody mess the 
bullets had knocked out of him. 

 Sensing the flow of the battle, the vampires exchanged 
glances, then retreated. They raced out of the former church, 
protected in a mass of terrified humans. Blade let them go, 
his face seemingly frozen in a disgusted expression. He 



 

116 

rounded on Morbius as the former doctor tore his fangs 
loose of his dead victim. 

 “Don‟t you ever drain anyone to death, ever again,” 
Blade growled deeply, his sword extended towards Morbius. 

 “Don‟t let me,” Morbius replied seriously, looking Blade 
in the eye. 

 Inviting his own death. 

 Blade stared at him for a long moment, then he made up 
his mind. “I gotta know,” he growled. “Follow me.” 

 Morbius scrambled to his feet, and he followed Blade 
out of the church. Blade rounded a car and elbowed the 
window in, unlocking the door and sliding inside. He swiftly 
and efficiently knocked the steering column cover off, and 
Morbius got into the car as Blade hotwired it. In a matter of 
less than a minute the car was started and down the block. 

 “Pretty smooth,” Morbius said. 

 “Shut up,” Blade replied. “I don‟t trust you yet.” 

 He drove in silence, and Morbius closed his eyes and 
reveled in the horrible warmth and comfort the blood had 
brought him. 

 When he opened his eyes, Blade was parking the car in a 
lot by the docks. 

 “What‟s this place?” Morbius asked, vaguely 
apprehensive. 

 “I gotta know something,” Blade said tersely. “Follow 
me.” He headed towards the edge of the water, where there 
were several big ships at port. 

 “I don‟t want to go any closer,” Morbius said, suddenly 
stopping, his eyes riveted on a single ship. “What the hell 
happened here?” he asked with a quaver in his voice. 

 “You tell me,” Blade said softly. 
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 “That ship,” Morbius said, pointing at the Bloody Mary. 
“It‟s—something there is very wrong.” He was trembling. 

 Blade looked into his eyes, closely examining him. 
“Yeah,” he said. “Something bad happened there not long 
ago.” He relented, and he headed back towards the car. 
“Come on. You pass. There may be hope for you,” Blade 
said. 

 “Good to hear,” Morbius muttered, something in his 
humor pained. He dropped into the car, Blade started it 
again, and they pulled away. 

 Neither one saw the shadowy ninja that followed them, 
leaving the ship behind… 

 

Saturday, October 29, 2005 

 Outside the brick walls of the loft, the city was at low 
ebb. The only sounds inside the loft were Remy‟s gentle 
snores and the occasional fwip of Arrow putting a card down 
in his game of solitaire. He glanced at the clock; almost three 
in the morning. He sighed. Shuffled the deck. He could still 
smell her perfume on his face. In the back room, a faucet 
dripped with monotonous habit. 

 Morbius‟s room was locked. Blade was lost in 
meditation, his torso bare and gleaming like an obsidian 
statue, lost in an interior world. He knelt on a mat, in a more 
private corner of the loft. 

 Arrow started laying the cards out, each pile neat and in 
place. He had lived here long enough to know the sounds of 
the building, to know the feel of the different times of day. 
His hands slowed as he stacked the cards. He wasn‟t sure 
why, so he listened without appearing to listen. 

 Something. 

 Restless, he put the cards down, rising to his feet and 
crossing to the window. He looked down at the rain-slicked 
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street, at the stoplights putting on their show for a few 
stragglers still on the streets. He squinted at the lowering 
clouds. More rain to come. 

 Somehow, it felt wrong to break the hush, to speak, 
even to himself. Arrow strolled over to the couch, quietly 
lifting his bow out of its bag, hauling the quiver of arrows 
free. He strapped the quiver to his back, and he unfolded and 
assembled the bow. Tested the pull. Nodded to himself. He 
turned to see Blade standing in the archway to the other area 
in the loft. 

 Blade held his sheathed sword in one hand. He did not 
move, but he listened intently. 

 Something close. 

 Arrow reached back, drawing an arrow from his quiver 
and whipping it around and to the bowstring, dropping to 
one knee as he spun, pointing the arrow up. He loosed the 
shaft, and the arrow punched through the glass skylight and 
slid through the body of the ninja poised to jump down. 

 Three more ninja plunged through the glass, sending it 
scattering down with them in a glittering plume. Before they 
hit the floor, Blade‟s sword was unsheathed, and he was on 
top of them. Two managed a parry before they were 
slaughtered; Blade‟s strikes were terse, he was electric with a 
peculiar wild energy. 

 Too close to home. 

 “Remy!” Arrow shouted, but the Cajun was already on 
his feet. He tugged the collapsible baton out of his coat and 
snapped it open, sleep gone from him entirely with the burst 
of adrenaline that spun him to parry the strike from the ninja 
that burst through the window over his bed. 

 Arrow punctured the ninja facing Remy, pinning him to 
the wall. The three ninja swiftly moved back to back as more 
figures in dark garb armed with ancient weapons dropped 
through the skylight and sprang in through the windows. 
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 With a mighty bang, the door was kicked off its hinges, 
and the attacking ninja pulled back for a moment. Blade, 
Arrow, and Remy looked at the door. 

 The first man through the door was a ninja with a styled 
mask, dressed in a blue tabard over his ninja gear. The 
second was a ninja with a yellow silk tabard, and the last one 
in wore gray; Blade‟s eyes widened with recognition. 

 The ship. 

 Of course. 

 And he knew he had been followed. 

 His attack was that much more ferocious as he sprang at 
the ninja opposite the newcomers. Arrow lined up and 
released at the ninja in blue, who ducked back and away with 
superhuman speed. Remy slammed his baton down on a 
ninja‟s forearm, breaking it and deflecting the strike that had 
been aimed at the archer. 

 Blade‟s world did not slow down as he kicked up into 
superhuman speeds; he simply released the need to plan, the 
need to organize his attack, to study his foes. He relinquished 
control to the blade in his hands, and it sang and whickered 
with obscene satisfaction as it used him to propel through 
meat and bone, and around him lives flared out. He was 
unstoppable; he was not truly present. Something inside him, 
something older than time and unaccustomed to the 
limitations of flesh, breathed through him. 

 The ninja were no match for his furious assault. 

 The yellow-clad ninja flung a weighted chain at Arrow, 
who swiftly drew and fired at it; the shaft deflected the chain, 
and Arrow had little time to notice the puff of smoke behind 
him; hands gripped him, and he let out a brief shout as he 
was flung at the wall. He slammed the wall with his open 
hand as he hit, dissipating the force, and as he landed he 
swiftly pushed his bow against the ground, gracefully 
unstringing it. 
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 The temperature in the room was dropping as the gray-
clad ninja sprang at Arrow. The archer now had a flexible 
staff-like weapon, and he thrust the tip at his attacker, 
catching him under the collarbone. Arrow spun away, his 
weapon ready, as the other ninja faltered. 

 Remy howled, charging the ninja in blue. The cold was 
deepening, and a peculiar bluish mist surrounded the ninja; 
Remy lashed out with his baton, and it whipped through an 
icy shell shaped like the ninja. As Remy stared, the cold in his 
baton biting into his hand, the blue-clad ninja exploded a 
kick at him, sending him sailing back through the loft as a rib 
snapped in his chest. 

 Remy knew they were going to lose. 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN 

 Arrow desperately parried a ninja‟s attack, deflecting the 
kama blades with the spinning unstrung bowstaff. His 
powerful wrists made his strikes dangerous and flexible, 
unpredictable, and he had dropped two ninja. But two more 
cornered him, and he had his hands full when smoke 
exploded behind him, and another ninja was somehow in the 
middle of the fight, driving strikes into Arrow. He was 
knocked over Remy‟s couch to slam down on his shoulders 
on the hard floor, and the ninja sprang at him. 

 Blade loomed above him, slick with spatters of gore, and 
his sword whistled and hummed as it cut the air. Two of the 
ninja were downed in the sudden blast of smoke, but the 
other was out of range. 

 “We gotta go!” Blade shouted, hauling Arrow to his feet. 
Then he spun and fought for his life as the yellow-clad ninja 
sailed in, one hand gripping the haft of a short diamond-
shaped spearblade, the other hand spinning the weighted 
chain attached to the spear. 
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 “Remy! Bathroom!” Arrow yelled, swiftly re-stringing his 
bow and firing a shaft through the head of a ninja behind 
Remy. Remy asked no questions, springing to the side and 
rolling away from the others that surrounded him. There was 
no clear sense of how many ninja were attacking; in the 
darting shadows, death was everywhere, hemming them in so 
the three leaders could finish them. 

 Remy dashed into the bathroom, and Arrow was right 
behind him. He spun, firing into the common room as Blade 
fended off the yellow-clad ninja‟s terrifyingly terse and 
powerful strikes. 

 Smoke blasted in the bathroom, and a ninja was 
somehow between them; Remy snatched his tabard and 
focused. The tabard glowed red, and the ninja vanished in 
another blast of smoke. In the room outside, there was a 
muffled explosion. 

 “It‟s official,” Remy said with a pained smile. “He 
teleports.” 

 Arrow had already adjusted for Remy‟s talent and his 
tactics. “Do that to these arrowheads,” he said, thrusting five 
arrows at Remy. Remy charged them, and the five heads 
glowed as their internal energy built towards release. 

 “Tree seconds!” Remy shouted, and Arrow snatched the 
handful, dumping them in his quiver with the others. His 
honed senses remembered precisely which ones they were as 
he loosed them into the loft; pandemonium unfolded as the 
exploding arrowheads whipped into the ranks of the ninja. 
One punched through the yellow-clad ninja‟s ribs, exploding 
in his body. Blade didn‟t look back, he sprang into the 
bathroom and slammed the steel door behind himself. 

 “Now we are trapped!” Remy shouted. “Brilliant!” 

 Blade shouldered the wall, knocking it aside, and he 
hopped onto the ladder behind it. Ignoring the rungs and 
gripping the sides of the ladder, he slid down into the 
darkness below. 
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 “What, you didn‟t think we had an escape plan?” Arrow 
grinned. He followed Blade, and Remy was right behind him. 

 The door gave way under furious assault as they slid 
down into the dark. Seconds later they splashed down in 
some standing water. Blade shook and snapped a glow rod, 
and Remy saw three backpacks. 

 “Guns, cash, and gear,” Blade said, pointing at the bags. 
Remy winced as he hefted one, Arrow slung two on, and 
Blade threw the glow rod down the other direction in the 
tunnel. A ninja dropped, facing the other way, and Blade 
beheaded him cleanly. Then the three ninja withdrew, quietly 
as they could, grateful to be alive. 

 About ten minutes later, they emerged through a 
manhole in a dark alley. As Blade pushed the lid back in 
place behind them, Remy collapsed against the wall, features 
ashen, pressing his side. 

 “Rib‟s broke,” he said. Then he blinked. “Morbius!” 

 “Remy, listen,” Arrow said. “We can‟t go back there!” 

 “No,” Blade growled, “and we can‟t leave Morbius to 
his fate, either.” He faced his two partners. “Bo. Get 
whatever backup you can find. And get yourself a staff,” he 
snarled, eyeing Remy‟s collapsible baton. 

 “Dis is a good ting,” Remy said, wagging the baton 
slightly. He nodded to himself. “Logan might help. He‟s 
good against ninja.” He looked at Blade. “I got some oder 
contacts, too.” 

 “Arrow,” Blade said to the other ninja. “Find out where 
they‟re hiding, what they‟re up to.” 

 Arrow nodded curtly. “And I think I need some more 
arrows,” He observed, glancing ruefully at the lone arrow in 
his quiver. 

 Blade told them the address of another safehouse, and 
the three split up and vanished into the well-lit night. 
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* 

 “Well?” Ice said in Chinese, standing over the two ninja 
tending Smoke‟s wound. 

 “The explosion caught him, master, but he will recover.” 
The ninja swiftly bound the burn patch. “Some of his ribs 
and his shoulderblade are broken.” 

 “How about you?” Ice demanded, turning to where 
Spear gazed at a closed door. The ninja‟s garb was tattered 
from the explosion, but his flesh had already re-formed. 

 Spear did not reply. He stared at the closed door intently 
with his empty white eyes. Ice crossed the room, standing 
beside him, also looking at the door. 

 Something is in there, Spear said in the Silent Speech. 
Something wicked. 

 Ice thrust out a kick, expecting to knock the door open, 
but it held. Surprised, Ice touched the door. A patina of ice 
rippled out from the point of contact as the temperature 
dropped. Ice hit the door again, and the super-cooled barrier 
shattered. 

 With a weird scream of fury and lust, something 
uncoiled through the gap, snatching at Ice. The ninja coolly 
deflected the strike, and the man-shaped attacker sprang at a 
nearby ninja, who spun away and kicked him into a wall. 

 “Good reach,” the ninja observed, touching the hole in 
his shirt and glancing at the handful of black fabric his 
attacker gripped. 

 Ice stepped between the ninja and his lank, stringy 
attacker. Morbius glared at him, and lunged. Ice casually 
pounded a blow into Morbius‟s chest, sending him back to 
thud against the wall. 

 “Bind him,” Ice ordered. Several ninja swarmed 
forward, struggling briefly with Morbius before restraining 
him. They shoved his wrists together and zip-tied them, and 
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his ankles. They tossed him on the floor, where he thrashed 
and squalled. 

 “Noisy,” one observed. 

 Then Morbius snapped the zip ties, and was on his 
feet—he snatched a startled ninja and plunged his fangs into 
his shoulder, and the man let out a strangled grunt of pain as 
the living vampire swiftly drained off a great draught of his 
blood. 

 Ice kicked Morbius off the man, intercepted the wild 
attack, and broke Morbius‟s arm with a clean and simple 
strike, knocking him off his feet. 

 Something coy and joyful and vicious gleamed out of 
Morbius‟s eyes as he clutched his arm, staring at Ice. 

 The arm clicked and shifted, and the bone was healed. 

 “Very interesting,” Ice murmured in English. “We will 
take him to the jonin.” 

 Morbius sprang, fangs bared. Ice flexed, and gestured, 
and a freezing blast gushed out— 

* 

 Distant awareness sifted into Morbius. The tang of salty 
air. Creaking. Swaying. He was being carried. By the time he 
was dumped on the deck, the rigidity was fading from his 
limbs. 

 The ninja who carried him, the one in yellow, stared at a 
slim and dapper Chinese man. The ninja in blue also seemed 
attentive, but no one spoke. Then the three of them looked 
down at him. He managed to wiggle the fingers on one hand. 
Cold. 

 “So,” the dapper Chinese man said. “You are with us 
once again. Allow me to introduce myself. I am Oroku Saki, 
and I am the jonin of the Lin Quei. I am known as Gauntlet. 
It‟s worth your life to know so much. But you will become 
our loyal slave, or you will become dead. Thoroughly,” he 
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clarified. His bright eyes curiously studied Morbius. 
“Interesting. But where are my manners? This is Ice,” he said 
with a gesture to the blue-clad ninja. “I understand you‟ve 
met,” he added with a smirk. “And this is Spear, a dedicated 
servant of the Lin Quei.” He smiled at Spear, who did not 
react. “Tonight, my dear guest, you are in for a real treat. We 
have someone else you‟ll want to get to know,” he said. 

 Ice and Spear looked startled, exchanging a look, and 
Saki settled back on a deck chair. “He just arrived,” he 
explained to his ninja. “All the way from China. Do please 
find the presence of mind to stand before Ghost.” 

 Ice and Spear oriented on the door leading into the 
cabin on the yacht‟s upper level. The door opened, and a 
man stepped out. He was dressed in red silk, his head 
wrapped in leather, his eyes flaring and misting a vile green 
light. Morbius cringed from the dark waves of energy that 
invisibly rolled from him like waves of heat. 

 “Wh—what… what is he?” Morbius managed to gasp. 

 Saki‟s grin sharpened. “He is a collector of souls. You 
have sensed his work before. On the ship. That‟s how Smoke 
identified you. If the other ninja had not brought you to the 
ship, we may never have caught up to you. And now we may 
have something he wants,” he continued, satisfied. “It would 
be delightful for him to make a play to rescue you.” 

 “Collector?” Morbius gasped, squirming away from 
Ghost. The ninja stood and watched him impassively. 

 “Yes,” Saki agreed. “Ghost absorbs souls of the slain, 
then channels that energy. Very soon, he will have enough 
souls to tear open a gateway to another world. Then we‟ll see 
what becomes of the world,” Saki said pleasantly, his 
expression unchanged. “Ghost. Take him to the warehouse. 
See to it that he is guarded.” 

 Ghost nodded, and thrust out his hand. A jolt of green, 
bilious energy coiled from his hand, lancing into Morbius; 
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the vampire squirmed with pain, screaming, then the cold 
breathed out of him. Something else flowed in. 

 Darkness, underlit green. Morbius smothered, clawing 
and gasping, then all feeling stopped… 

 As Morbius lay deathly still, Saki looked to his ninja. 
“Well?” 

 “They left him behind,” Ice said evenly. “We defeated 
the two ninja, and their…student. But they managed to 
escape.” He did not meet Saki‟s eyes. 

 Saki watched him steadily. “Interesting,” he repeated. “I 
am impressed at the prowess of these strangers. I would love 
to meet their jonin, find out who they work for. But as for 
my ninja… well, I am disappointed,” he admitted. He turned 
his back on them, leaning on the yacht balcony rail. He 
regarded the glowing vista of pre-dawn New York. “What to 
do,” he murmured. “I do not wish to delay the ritual. But 
you have broken the First Rule. They are alive, and they 
know of us.” He sighed slightly. “To hunt for them takes 
time and exposes us to further danger. But to leave them 
running around loose, well, that also invites risk. What to 
do.” 

 “Jonin,” Ice said calmly. “The Black Dragons will be 
watching the docks. They will be our eyes and ears, and they 
have firepower enough to mar the secrecy of an approach if 
these ninja try anything. Lexcorp security will also be 
defending the ritual. We are more than secure.” 

 “Would either of those measures slow you, my sons?” 
Saki asked softly. He received no reply. Straightening, he 
turned to face them again. “They escaped you. That says 
more than your opinion of them could. I would accept your 
word if it was accompanied by their hearts.” He shrugged a 
little. “Still. We will proceed. Notify Silent that we are ready. 
Now that Ghost has arrived,” he said, glancing at the eerie 
ninja. The green light glinted from his eyes. “And while 
you‟re there…” he was lost in thought. 
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 Ice and Spear waited, and Saki faced them. “While 
you‟re there,” he continued, “invite her to take the trials, to 
prove she is worthy of joining us. She intrigues me.” He 
smiled, charming. 

 “Yes, Jonin,” Ice said. He bowed, as did Spear, then the 
two ninja turned and left Ghost and Saki alone with their 
prize. 

 “We have motion,” Saki murmured to Ghost. “Now to 
see what rhythm will drive it.” His expression slid into a 
crafty consideration, then he strolled into the cabin. Ghost 
gestured to ninja who stood back a respectful distance, and 
they came to collect Morbius‟s form. 

 As they left the barge, the first suggestions of sunrise 
breathed across the city. 

* 

 “It‟s Saturday,” Logan explained. “Morning. Dawn. And 
you want to have breakfast.” He squinted at Remy. “Since 
when were you up at the butt-crack of dawn on a Saturday, 
LeBeau?” 

 Remy smiled apologetically. “I‟m paying, mon ami,” he 
said. “Perhaps that could change de tone of your question, 
no?” He settled into the booth, glancing out the window. 
“Actually, I did not sleep. Not after de attack.” 

 “Go on,” Logan sighed, eyeing the waitress who 
approached with an unlikely load of food. She put five plates 
in front of Logan; eggs, bacon, muffins, bagels, grits, toast, 
and more. Remy smiled, at his charming best, as she put 
down a single plate of bacon and eggs for him, toast on the 
side. Remy drained off his coffee, and offered the empty cup 
to the waitress. She took his cup with a tight smile, and left. 

 “Dere be anodder ninja clan in town,” Remy said in a 
low voice. Logan shook his head, and dug into his breakfast. 
Remy leaned back, his eyes distant. “Dey have mystical 
powers. Tings I never even heard of before. From China.” He 
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stirred, then looked Logan in the eye. “I have to fight dem, 
mon ami,” he said seriously. “I just wanted someone to know 
where I went. How I fell.” His eyes were dead serious. 

 “Why?” Logan said, something ruthless in his tone. 
“You figure somebody will come askin?” 

 “Dis is a funny world,” Remy said with a shrug. 
“Sometimes you don know you love someone until it‟s too 
late to do anyting about it. Sometimes you learn dat de hard 
way. So I tell you where I go, what I do, because I know you 
have bedder sense dan to get involved. You never know 
when someone out of my past might come looking for me.” 

 “So,” Logan said, squinting slightly as his conscience 
pricked him, right on cue. “Didja find Saint?” 

 “I did,” Remy sighed. “But times move on. People 
change.” He regarded his breakfast, melancholy. “An 
sometimes, no matter how hard dey try, dey can‟t.” He 
looked up at Logan. “I would run. But dis time I can‟t. Dey 
got a friend of mine. I have to save him. So I wanted to say 
goodbye.” A mournful resolve stiffened in his eyes, then he 
looked out the window. A half-smile curved his lips. 

 He rose. “Well den. Dat‟s dat. Goodbye, homme. Tanks 
for all de saves over de years.  Maybe we meet again 
sometime, maybe not.” 

 Logan stood. “Good luck, LeBeau,” he said seriously. 

 Remy pulled him into an impulsive hug, then he stepped 
back, nodded, and left. 

 Once he was out of sight around the corner, Remy 
straightened. He settled his coat, and grinned.  

 “Dat should do it,” he said with a jaunty nod. Then he 
strolled away. 

* 

 Blade‟s bootfalls crunched across the roof. He came to a 
skylight, and he hauled it open, dropping down into the 
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apartment. He froze, once inside, and he listened. He had the 
place to himself. 

 Leaving the undecorated, uncluttered back room, he 
stepped out into the main living space. A modest living 
room, a spotless kitchen. He opened the door to the 
bedroom. Heavy wall hangings made it a dark, muffled space 
that smelled of sleep. Blade stepped in, his senses probing, 
and he ripped the hangings on one wall down. The sleeping 
bag hung up to dampen noise swirled down with a flourish. 
Behind it was a closet, one that the apartment‟s owner had 
added. A secret room. 

 Blade kicked the door down. He poked his head in, 
looking around in the darkness. He didn‟t need light to see. 
There were escrima sticks, leather armor, collapsible staves, 
grapples. Blade‟s face was twisted by an unamused grin. He 
picked up one of the empty backpacks in the closet, and he 
stuffed the leader armor into it. A pair of sticks, and one 
more. A staff. A grapple. Then he zipped the backpack shut, 
and he left the bedroom. Unlocked the front door, left 
through it. 

 His mysterious errand complete, he vanished into the 
city. 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN 

 Elektra‟s eyes did not open. She did not see the incense 
curling up before her, or the ninja crouched in the hallway 
behind her. As she surfaced from her meditations, she 
became aware of him. 

 “Yes?” she said, her voice neutral. 

 I bring a message from our jonin, Smoke said in the Silent 
Speech. The ritual is prepared. The Lin Quei will be there in force to 
protect it. Luthor should provide security as well. Does he have the 
hundred sacrifices prepared? 
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 He does, Elektra replied. He will have everything in place 
Monday. Her eyes narrowed, and she rose, turning to face 
him. But this did not require a personal meeting. 

 You are correct, Smoke admitted. I bear a message from our 
jonin, Gauntlet. He invites you to undergo testing, if you wish to join us. 

 “I have no interest in following another jonin,” Elektra 
said clearly. “I killed my way out of the Hand. In the end, I 
had to kill the jonin, or they never would have left me alone. 
After that, I rejoined the jonin who trained me. He died 
fighting for something he believed in,” she said calmly. “I 
will not serve another jonin, ever again.” 

 Smoke squatted in the hallway, perfectly comfortable, a 
shadow in the dim corridor. “You work for Luthor,” he 
pointed out. 

 Elektra smirked. “Yes I do. But no blood was 
exchanged, no oaths sworn. It‟s a way to pass the time. 
Hardly the same thing. You should know that.” 

 Smoke nodded. “I do.” 

 Elektra cocked her head to the side, regarding Smoke. 
“So what‟s the story with Ice and Spear? They seem 
awfully—close. Are they brothers? Lovers?” 

 “No,” Smoke said. Spear killed Ice’s brother. The Lin Quei 
sent Ghost to punish him. Ghost killed him, then re-animated him with 
a lost soul. He must guard Ice as a penance for his crime. 

 Ghost? Elektra thought, carefully schooling alarm out of 
her voice. 

 He will conduct the ritual. He collects the sacrifices, Smoke 
confirmed. He looked her over. Last chance to join the Lin Quei. 
After the ritual, you will understand why it is worth the price to join us. 

 Yes, the ritual, she said in the Silent Speech. Someone will try 
to stop it, you know. 

 Anyone foolish enough to interfere will pay the price for their 
foolishness. Smoke was inscrutable. 
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 Elektra nodded curtly. “I‟ll tell Luthor,” she said. “See 
you there.” 

 Smoke retreated into the dimness of the hallway. No 
doors opened or closed, but she knew he was gone. 

 She teetered on the edge of a decision she did not want 
to make. Swallowing hard, she snatched a towel off the back 
of a chair and dried her face, her chest, her arms, her back. 

 Then she crossed the living room to pick up the phone, 
and she placed a call to Luthor. 

 “It‟s time,” she said. 

* 

 Mid-morning. Blade pulled the hotwired car over and 
parked it in an alley, several blocks from his destination. 
Hefting the backpack, he strode down the sidewalk, pushing 
through the revolving door to go into a tall building‟s lobby. 
He crossed to the office directory, scanning it. 

 Murdock and Nelson. Eighth floor. Nodding to himself, 
he pushed his way into the stairwell. Around and around, up 
and up. 

 He wasn‟t even breathing fast when he left the stairwell 
on the eighth floor. His eyes scanned the doors as he passed 
them. There. The law office. 

 Blade stopped outside the office, and he unzipped the 
backpack. He pulled out a club. Hefted it in his gloved hand. 
Opening the door to the office, he stepped inside. 

 A pert and pretty blonde looked up. Her smile blanched 
into alarm as he loomed over her, stick in hand. 

 “Matt‟s not here right now,” she said in a small voice. 

 Blade raised the club, and whipped it down in a 
calculated smash, catching her across the head and driving 
her down onto her desk. Blood spurted. Blade slammed her 
head a couple more times, to be sure. Blood pooled on her 
desk calendar. 
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 For a long moment, Blade listened to see if the noise 
attracted anyone. Then he gathered a handful of the back of 
her shirt and dragged her off the desk, into the office. 

 He dumped her in front of the desk with the nameplate, 
Matthew Murdock. He looked at the computer on the desk, 
the file cabinets, the rich carpet. Then he pulled a jar full of 
kerosene out of the backpack, and splashed it on Karen. He 
lit a match and tossed it, then he left Matt‟s office, backlit by 
flames. 

 He made it all the way to the stairs before the fire alarm 
went off. Matt was just coming out of the stairwell as Blade 
reached it. 

 “What the hell are you doing here?” Matt demanded, 
fear in his voice. “What did you do? Why is the fire alarm—” 

 “You need to get your head in the game,” Blade hissed. 

 “I have a life now!” Matt shouted back, furious. 

 Blade shook his head. “I just killed Matt Murdock,” he 
said. “Central Park. Cleopatra‟s Needle. Six o‟clock.” He 
pushed past Matt, ducking into the stairwell. 

 He was gone, and Matt‟s ears were violated by the fire 
alarm. Still, he heard the sirens wailing ever closer. As smoke 
wafted out of his office, fear stopped his heart with the smell 
of blood. 

* 

 Arrow relaxed, his shoulders firmly pressed against the 
sides of the narrow vent. His face was a checkerboard of 
light as he looked down through the vent at the spirited 
conversation below. 

 “More of the men have been beaten senseless,” the 
underboss snarled. “It‟s another one of those bloody ninja! 
They‟re out for you, boyo. Who knows you‟re here?” 

 Kano scowled. “I‟m covered,” he said, his accent thick. 
“Nobody knows where I am.” 
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 “Nobody but Devlin?” the other man said skeptically. 

 “Course Devlin knew,” Kano said. “He had to. But 
nobody could get to him, and nobody knows he knows, 
except Ardt.” 

 “Ardt is missing!” the underboss said, exasperated. “I 
just called Devlin. Nobody picked up.” 

 “Dammit!” Kano roared. He spun, pounding a powerful 
kick into a crate. It exploded into flinders. “I‟m never doing 
deals with ninja again! It‟s not worth the great big bloody pile 
of diamonds and gold! Look, mate, I‟m relocating again. And 
this time you‟re the only one who knows where I go, you 
understand me?” 

 “Great,” the underboss said through his teeth. “What 
about Monday? You can‟t go into hiding if we‟re going to 
guard the shipment on Monday.” 

 “Just tell the lads to be ready. We‟ll give the order on 
Monday afternoon. We can be flexible,” Kano growled. “Get 
to it. I‟ll be ready to go in half an hour.” 

 “Right, boss,” the underling said, and he left the room. 

 Arrow grinned. He lifted the grating out of place, and 
slithered forward with disturbingly little noise, emerging from 
the vent. He dropped. 

 Kano sensed the shadow on his back, and he spun as 
Arrow hit the ground, catlike. 

 “You‟re dead,” Kano sneered. 

 Arrow darted a kick at him, and the criminal swiftly 
blocked it, firing a kick at his head. Arrow grinned as he slid 
to the side, snatching Kano‟s ankle and knocking a kick into 
the criminal‟s support knee. Something gave with a dull 
crack. Surprise, rage, and pain all fought to dominate Kano‟s 
face. Arrow spun, leveraging the ankle, sending Kano flying 
through the air to crash into a brick wall. Arrow was on top 
of him before he could regroup, clutching his shoulders and 
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giving him a shake that sent his head rebounding from the 
wall again. 

 “I scream, you‟re dead,” Kano gasped. 

 “Too right, mate,” Arrow mimicked with a grin. He held 
Kano at arm‟s length and fired a knife-hand strike into his 
torso. Kano struggled to gasp for air, and Arrow released 
him, stepping back. 

 “Your life is in my hands,” he said seriously. “Tell me 
about what‟s going on Monday.” 

 “Piss off,” Kano whispered. 

 “If you don‟t tell me,” Arrow explained as he examined 
his fingernails, “We‟ll play a fun game called „Pop the 
Cartilage‟, and it‟s not one you care to win or lose.” He 
looked Kano in the eye, serious. 

 Kano hesitated. 

 Arrow sighed. “Do you want me to prove that I‟ll hurt 
you in a way you can‟t fix if you don‟t talk, and talk right 
now?” He gripped Kano‟s wrist, almost delicately. 

 “No—no” Kano gasped. “Monday. Take a barge out in 
the harbor. Something with slaves. The Lin Quei. Don‟t 
know no more.” 

 “Dock number?” Arrow smiled as Kano gave it up. 
Then he gut-punched the beaten criminal, and hefted him 
up. Looking around, he saw an empty barrel. Folding the 
criminal, he slid him down in it, then he zip tied his wrists 
and ankles to each other. 

 “What‟re you doing?” Kano gasped, cramped. 

 “You‟ll be found Tuesday,” Arrow reassured him. “By 
the police.” His charming smile was the last thing Kano saw 
before the lid came down. 

* 
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 Blade strode into the foyer of Luthor Towers. He was 
distinctive in the mid-day bustle of the lobby. The 
receptionists at the desk saw him coming. 

 “Good day,” he said, his manner forced as he gave them 
a too-bright smile. “I hope you can help me. I need to speak 
with Elektra Natchios.” 

 “I‟m sorry, sir, Ms. Natchios does not receive visitors,” 
the pretty receptionist said apologetically. 

 “If you could get her a message,” Blade said. “Tell her 
that Mr. Blade would like to speak with her regarding a 
family matter.” He struggled to keep his smile from looking 
forced. 

 “Mr. Blade,” the receptionist said patiently. 

 He laughed, a quick and unhealthy sound. “If you could 
just give her the message, then that‟s all I want,” he said, his 
smile slipping into territory between a leer and a snarl. 
“Just—a quick message.” He gestured with his fingers, 
showing „quick‟. He tensed slightly as several Lexcorp 
security officers drifted towards their conversation. 

 Stalling, the receptionist picked up the phone, tapping in 
a number. She blinked in surprise. 

 “Ms. Natchios?” she said. “Yes. A Mr. Blade is in the 
foyer here. He wants to speak to you about a family matter.” 
The receptionist blinked, and her eyes flicked up to meet 
Blade‟s. “Yes, I‟ll tell him,” she said, unable to conceal the 
surprise in her voice. She hung up the phone. “Ms. Natchios 
is on her way down,” she said. 

 The security faded back into the background, and Blade 
straightened. “Thank you,” he said as politely as he could. 

 He stepped off to the side, his leather trench coat 
swirling around him. Minutes passed, and Elektra 
approached. She wore a dark suit, with a red cravat. Her 
glossy black hair swung free. She closed in on him. 
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 “You have stones, Blade,” she said. “Coming to see me 
here.” 

 “I‟m short on time,” he replied, falling in step beside 
her. “I need your help.” 

 “We can talk in here,” she said, stepping through an 
employee-only door, down the hall. 

 Blade followed her into a small conference room, where 
she rounded on him. “What do you want.” 

 “There is another ninja clan in town, up to their ears in 
dark magic,” Blade began. “I‟m getting everyone I can 
together to try… to stop… them…” He trailed off as he saw 
the look that flashed into her eyes. 

 Without a doubt, without a need to explain how he 
knew, he was suddenly and deeply aware that she knew about 
this ninja clan. He knew she was in on their plan. 

 He knew she couldn‟t let him leave alive. 

 The moment spun between them. Blade, instantly ready 
to sell his life dearly. Elektra, poised like a bird of prey. 
Security in shouting distance. Nowhere to run. 

 Something… shifted. 

 Elektra looked away, saying nothing. 

 As Blade ducked out of the room and ghosted away 
down the hall, Elektra struggled to breathe as her heart 
hammered in her chest. 

 She knew she should kill him. She knew she shouldn‟t 
let him leave. She also knew she wasn‟t going to tell anyone 
he had been here. 

 Her palms were sweaty as she realized she didn‟t know 
how she wanted it to turn out. 

* 

 Remy strolled up to the small bar slotted between other 
buildings, a bricked-over alley turned into a drinking 
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establishment. The sign over the door said “Section Eight”. 
Remy grinned as he pushed his way in. 

 The one-eyed bartender looked up, then a rueful grin 
flashed across his face. “LeBeau,” Fury growled, friendly. 
“Long time, no see.” 

 “It doesn‟t rain, my friend. It pours,” Remy replied, 
seating himself. “Whiskey.” 

 Fury poured him a drink. “So what‟s the trouble this 
time,” he asked, not particularly interested. 

 “I wonder,” Remy murmured, “why I gotta always show 
up wit de bad news.” He shook his head, and tossed the shot 
back, slapping the glass back down on the bar. “Forge here 
too?” 

 “Upstairs, sleeping it off,” Fury shrugged. “I guess he 
didn‟t sleep much, these last few months, and it‟s catching up 
to him. That‟s pretty much all he does. Designing a space 
module takes a lot out of a guy.” 

 “Here it is,” Remy said as Fury poured him another 
drink. “Ninja clan in New York. Dey are going to do some 
black magic ritual to destroy de world.” He fired the second 
shot back. “I got a couple pals more dangerous dan me, and 
dese ninja, dey ambush us and we din stand a chance. So I 
hope you will answer de call to adventure an help us put a 
stop to dis.” 

 “You call the cops?” Fury squinted at him. “Why do you 
think we have to deal with this?” 

 “De cops?” Remy said, eyebrow cocked. “You of all 
people should know better.” 

 Fury sighed. “Look, LeBeau, I‟m sorry. But I don‟t do 
that stuff anymore.” He shrugged, not looking Remy in the 
eye. 

 “I understand,” Remy said, subdued. “You want to live 
out a couple more decades and die in bed. Who doesn‟t?” He 
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slapped a twenty down on the bar. A phone number was 
scrawled across it. “Tanks for de drinks, mon ami,” he said 
seriously, and he turned and walked out. 

 Once on the sidewalk, he grinned. If he was a cat, he 
would have licked his whiskers. “Excellent,” he murmured, 
and he strolled away. 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN 

 The sun was sinking, painting the side of Cleopatra‟s 
Needle with the gaudy hues of the dying light. Blade stood by 
the base of Central Park‟s 20 meter obelisk, impassively 
waiting. A disheveled lawyer strode towards him in a run that 
was furiously restrained to a walk. 

 “You son of a bitch, you‟re a dead man,” Matt ground 
out as he sped up. He pulled a club from his coat. He was 
smeared with bloodstains. Matt launched into an attack. 

 “You welcome to try,” Blade said. Matt whipped the 
club at Blade. Blade ducked out of the way, and he easily 
evaded Matt‟s furious swings. Rage clouded Matt, gave him 
energy, robbed him of precision. He roared frustration, 
launching an all-out assault. 

 “Bitch, please,” Blade said, and he slapped the club aside 
and pounded a blow across the side of Matt‟s head that sent 
the lawyer pitching over, slamming down on the sidewalk. 
“You haven‟t even been practicing, just calisthenics to keep 
the love handles down,” Blade scoffed as he looked down at 
the stunned lawyer. Blade tossed the backpack down at him. 
“You want to get up, throw down some more, see what 
you‟re made of, you go right ahead. But you gonna get your 
butt kicked, you keep this up.” He squatted down next to 
Matt. 

 “What‟s going on out there is bigger than you, bigger 
than me,” he growled softly. “Now you gotta put your 
personal life aside and do something about it. You can try to 
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kill me when we‟re done, but until then, you gotta get 
yourself together. Don‟t waste Stick‟s training. Forget about 
me. New York needs your help.” 

 A dry, agonized sob tore free of Matt. He curled up on 
the sidewalk. Blade rose. “Check the bag. I put one of your 
suits in there, and some weapons. But by now the cops 
found the rest.” He paused. “Did you hide the body before 
they found it?” he asked with academic curiosity. 

 “Shut up,” Matt managed. 

 “Guess not,” Blade said with an expression like a wince. 
“You need to point that energy where it can do some good. 
We got Remy on board, he‟s looking up some friends. And 
another one of Stick‟s students. Call this number when you 
get yourself together.” He flicked a card down on the 
sidewalk next to Matt. “I pressed real hard when I wrote it 
in,” he said, half serious. “I‟ll wait for your call. Don‟t 
dawdle.” He turned, his coat flaring, and he vanished into the 
park. 

 Matt lay on the sidewalk, half senseless with grief and 
rage and shock. The wind picked up, and fluttered the card 
along the sidewalk. 

 Matt stirred. 

 Then he rose. 

 As the card wafted on the breeze, his fingers darted 
forward and snatched it out of the air. 

 Impassive, he let his thumb and his mind wander over 
the number. 

* 

 “The job is Monday,” Arrow said, his feet propped up 
on the rickety table. A police car screamed by outside, lights 
spinning and flashing. “Kano was kind enough to share the 
dock number and time with me. It‟s all he knows.” 

 “Will he complicate things?” Blade asked. 
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 “He‟s taking it easy until the deal goes down,” Arrow 
replied, examining his fingernails. “I put him in a barrel and 
sealed it, took it to the junk yard. I‟ll inform the police on 
Tuesday.” 

 Blade looked over to the corner of the seedy loft, where 
Remy was nodding, listening to his cell phone. He looked 
back at Arrow. “I have bad news,” he said. “Elektra, Silent, 
she‟s in on this deal somehow. She is a skilled ninja,” he 
frowned, “as dangerous as I am. Maybe more dangerous. She 
works for Luthor. If he‟s working with the ninja…” 

 Remy smiled as he approached the table. “Dat was 
Logan on de phone,” he said. “He will help us. So will his 
partner, Braddock. She has mind powers,” he explained to 
Arrow. “And she is a very dangerous ninja on top of dat. 
Logan said we should do what we do, and he will have 
Braddock pop into my mind from time to time,” he tapped 
his head, “so dey know our plan. But he tink it for the best if 
we don‟t know dere plan.” 

 The phone rang. Blade quickly rose, crossing the room, 
and answered it. “Yes.” He listened for a moment, then he 
nodded, and gave the address over the phone. Without 
further ceremony, he hung up, and returned to the table. 

 “Shadow is in,” he growled.  

 “I got one, maybe two more people still tinking it over,” 
Remy said. “Den we got everybody I‟m getting.” His mind 
strayed briefly to the remnant of the One Worlders, then 
shied away. 

 “We have one day to prepare,” Blade said clearly. “Then 
it‟s go-time.” 

 “Good. I hate long waits,” Arrow observed. “Anybody 
else want a beer?” 
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PART FIVE: CARELESSNESS REWARDED 

Sunday, October 30, 2005 

 “That‟s all he said,” Fury sighed, feet up on the table as 
he browsed through the newspaper. Early morning sunlight 
slanted in the windows, and Forge stood at the stove frying 
eggs. “Some wicked ninja clan trying to break the world.” 

 “Wherever you go, this crap follows you,” Forge 
muttered. 

 Fury spared him a glance. “Especially when it‟s New 
York,” he said with half a grin. His grin faded. “What are you 
thinking, Forge.” 

 “If this is for real,” Forge said, his back still to Fury, 
“can you just do nothing and let events take their course? 
Can you live with the idea that you could do something to 
stop catastrophe, but you didn‟t, and this city got leveled? Or 
worse?” 

 “You think Remy is on to something,” Fury clarified. 

 Forge shrugged. “I owe him a big one,” he said, “and it‟s 
your fault.” 

 “Me?” Fury said, startled. 

 Forge nodded. “I spied on you through that cybernetic 
eye I gave you, back when I was with the Project. Found out 
you were sending Cable to the French Quarter to blow it up. 
Back when the Project was sparring with the Institute.” 

 Realization was dawning in Fury‟s eye. “Really,” he said 
flatly. 

 “Yes,” Forge replied. “So I tracked Remy down and 
asked him to stop Cable, so I could infiltrate the Institute 
and not blow my cover. Remy was almost killed, and so was 
Cable, but Bourbon Street wasn‟t blown up on Fat Tuesday 
of Mardi Gras.” Forge finally turned to face Fury. “I tell 
myself you never would have come up with that plan on your 
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own, or executed it if you weren‟t under strict orders.” He 
swallowed hard. “Am I right?” 

 Fury looked him in the eye. “You‟re right,” he said, 
subdued. 

 Forge turned back to the breakfast sizzling on the stove. 
“There‟s no real choice here. We have to save the lives of 
innocents when they are threatened by monsters. It‟s what 
makes us who we are.” Fury could hear the wry smile in his 
voice. “I much prefer getting killed over a matter of 
conscience, instead of being sent to my death by orders. 
Don‟t you?” 

 “Yeah,” Fury muttered, rising and stepping over to the 
phone. He picked it up. “Guess so.” 

* 

 Blade led the way into the basement. He glanced around, 
sniffed, his leather coat swirling around him like a cloak as he 
moved through the shadows. He nodded curtly. “It‟s clear,” 
he growled. 

 Arrow and Remy came down the stairs and strode over 
to Blade. “You can come out too,” Blade said to one of the 
deeper shadows, and a ninja in leathers stepped out. He wore 
all black, with a leather bandana tied over his eyes and the 
top of his head. “Arrow,” Blade said, “I don‟t think you‟ve 
met Shadow.” 

 “Glad to have you with us,” Arrow said. Shadow 
nodded curtly, jaw clenched tight. 

 “My man Fury be here any time,” Remy said, looking 
around. “He bring Forge along too. We have a party. Logan 
and Braddock won‟t come, she will check de plan in my 
mind later.” 

 “That takes us to eight,” Arrow observed. “Why am I 
not comforted?” 
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 “Because you don know dis eight,” Remy said. “Ah! 
Here dey come.” He turned to the other stairs, and the two 
lean men who descended them. “Fury, Forge,” he called. 
“Over here.” 

 Six men stood under the bare bulb that lit the expansive, 
abandoned basement. Blade nodded to himself. 

 “Thank you all for coming,” he muttered. “Arrow. 
What‟s their plan.” 

 The blonde archer cleared his throat. “A hundred slaves 
are to be loaded onto a barge tomorrow, sometime after 
noon. It will go out in the harbor, and there will be some 
kind of dark magic ritual. The docks will be guarded by the 
Black Dragon gang, gun runners and scum. The barge will be 
guarded by a badass ninja clan, the Lin Quei. We know some 
of them can teleport, one has ice powers, one of them seems 
sort of undead. Who knows what else they have going on. 
And Lexcorp is involved,” he added, looking at Blade. 

 “I went to talk to Elektra,” Blade growled, “and she 
works for Luthor now. I started telling her about this plan, 
and… she knows about it. I barely escaped. But we have to 
assume they expect resistance, and they have high-tech 
weapons as well as ninja magic.” 

 “Who else do we have?” Fury asked, pale. “What‟s our 
backup?” 

 “Logan an Braddock,” Remy said. “Braddock is tougher 
dan she was wit de Project. She has mad ninja skills, an her 
mind is sharp as ever.” 

 “Great,” Fury said. “Who else?” 

 Silence. 

 “We have the element of unpredictability,” Blade said. 

 “How are we gonna get out to a barge without being 
picked off?” Fury demanded. “Even if we boosted a 
chopper, if Lexcorp is providing security—damn, that 
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company has satellites permanently parked over New York. 
Plus anti-aircraft. Even if we had a submarine… So what, are 
we stowing away with the slaves?” 

 “We‟ll figure something out,” Arrow assured him. 

 “I think I still need some convincing that this threat is 
for real,” Fury frowned. “I mean, a hundred people might get 
killed, and we can agree that‟s bad. But what‟s this about a 
magic ritual?” 

 Blade stared at Forge, who shifted uncomfortably. “I‟m 
not fully human,” Blade said simply. “I am tied to a darker 
world, one that used to consume me. One that gave me… 
vampiric powers. But the thirst does not master me. This 
connection means I can feel it when something big is going 
down. And whatever is going to happen on that barge is 
already sending heavy swells through the undercurrent of this 
city. This could be the end of the world as we know it.” 
Blade‟s eyes narrowed. “I can‟t allow that.” 

 “He‟s right,” Forge said. “I can feel it too. I can sense it. 
We‟re on top of something big.” He straightened. “But I‟m 
in. Stopping something like this… it‟s worth my life. I‟ve 
done a lot of bad things. Made a lot of mistakes. And this? 
Live or die, it‟s a way to atone for them.” His eyes were 
bright with resolve. 

 The taste of fear still hung in the air, sour. 

 Remy sighed. “Dere are a lot of people who would like 
to see ol Remy dead,” he said. “I jus want to go out a hero, 
so dey feel bad about all the nasty toughts dey had about 
me.” He smiled in the face of his fear, ready to face it. 

 “Hell yes,” Arrow said suddenly. “Let‟s do it.” He 
grinned, daring. 

 “I‟m an old soldier,” Fury nodded slowly. “I‟d rather go 
out poking these bastards in the eye than forgotten in a rest 
home somewhere.” 
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 All eyes turned to the man in black leather, who stood 
unmoving. His jaw flexed. 

 “Let‟s take them down,” he murmured. 

 “Right,” Arrow nodded. “Now all we need is a plan, 
some gear, and some luck. Let‟s get to work.” 

* 

 Elektra furrowed her brow in irritation, then she rose 
from her meditations unsatisfied. She huffed out air. Then 
she tossed a sharp glance at the doorway. 

 Cain stood, uncertain, looking in at her. Her posture was 
a question, and fear misted from her as she looked at Elektra 
with concern. 

 “I know just how you feel,” Elektra murmured. “But we 
have to just suck it up and carry on. This is not the time to be 
squeamish.” 

 Cain straightened, sealing the doubt away. She slipped 
away from the archway as though she had never been there. 

 “Very good advice,” Elektra muttered. “I should do the 
same.” 

 Still. That nagging feeling persisted. 

 Elektra swiftly left the office she had borrowed, heading 
down the hall and through the tastefully concealed back door 
to another office suite. She effortlessly slipped through the 
security, and leaned against the wall as Luthor concluded a 
phone conversation. He looked up, his surprise concealed 
with consummate ease. 

 “Elektra,” he said. “What news.” 

 “No news,” she replied, shaking her head. “Do you have 
a minute?” 

 “Yes,” he replied, leaning back in his chair, eyeing her 
curiously. 
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 “There might be something to the Lin Quei claims,” 
Elektra said in a low voice. “This ritual. It could be more 
dangerous than you realize.” 

 “I don‟t believe in magic,” Lex replied simply. “Mental 
powers? Yes, to a point. Training? Certainly. But not magic 
rituals and human sacrifice.” His eyes were calculating as he 
regarded Elektra. “I‟m counting on the Illuminati believing in 
magic,” he said, “and rising to the bait. You give me hope 
that they will.” His smile was predatory. “And I want to see 
the Lin Quei in action against hard targets. So I can know 
what their services are worth to me.” 

 “New York could be destroyed,” Elektra said simply. 
Her eyes dropped from his. 

 “A good businessman, a superior tactician, turns any 
situation to his advantage,” Luthor replied gently. “The loss 
of New York would bring with it other possibilities. Thank 
you for the notice. I‟ll prepare for some of them.” He smiled, 
something like personal warmth in the expression, and 
revulsion twitched in Elektra‟s belly. 

 “Thank you, sir,” she replied, and she vanished the way 
she had come. 

 She knew. He no longer trusted her, and she knew. 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 

 “I‟d try to be all modest,” Fury said, flicking the light 
switch on as he clumped down the stairs, “but I‟d be lying. 
This is a damn fine illegal arsenal I‟ve got.” 

 “Tell me,” Arrow said as he followed Fury down the 
stairs. “Do you think this is the only bar in New York with a 
pile of guns in the basement?” 

 “If the answer was yes, the world would be a better 
place,” Fury grinned. “Here we go.” 
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 He proudly gestured at a gun rack. The rack was 
screwed to the wall. It held an M-16,  a Colt .45, and a 
shotgun. The others stared blankly for a moment. 

 “Never take an officer‟s sidearm,” Fury grinned bleakly. 
He tilted the shotgun, and the wall creaked, then tilted. He 
pushed on it; the wall had raised up on a pivot joint, and the 
others followed him pas he passed it into another basement. 

 “Building next door,” he explained. “They don‟t even 
know it‟s down here.” 

 A minigun was on a rack to one side. A dozen assault 
rifles lined one wall. Grenade launchers. Bazookas. 
Submachine guns. Cases of grenades. Sniper rifles. A wide 
assortment filled the corridor. 

 “Not bad,” Forge shrugged. “But you‟re holding out. I 
want a plasma rifle.” 

 “What makes you think I got one of those?” Fury 
demanded. Forge just looked at him, and he relented. 
“Maybe I got one, but it‟s busted.” 

 “Think I can fix it?” Forge said, amused. 

 Shadow crossed his arms over his chest. “Nice,” he said, 
“but I don‟t need anything.” 

 “He‟s blind,” Arrow clarified. 

 “Really?” Fury said, surprised. Shadow frowned at 
Arrow. 

 “Maybe I am, maybe I‟m not,” he said sharply. 

 “Ask him what color your shirt is,” Arrow grinned. 
“Stick used to love it when—” 

 “You shut up about me,” Shadow snarled. “And shut up 
about Stick. Who the hell do you think you are?” 

 “I‟m Oliver Queen,” Arrow replied. “Stick called me 
Arrow when he taught me to shoot. Who are you? Leather?” 
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 “I‟m Shadow,” he snapped, “and I‟ll thank you not to go 
shooting your mouth off about my blindness.” 

 “Well excuse the hell out of me!” Arrow retorted. “Why 
don‟t you wear some goggles or something? I mean, Fury 
doesn‟t have to be a ninja to see that you‟ve got leather over 
your eyes. Damn, son, no need to jump down my throat.” 

 “Son?” Shadow echoed, fury tightening in his chest. 

 “Hey, Shadow, friendly advice,” Remy said, stepping 
over to them but not between them. “Pick your fights more 
carefully, no? Arrow here? He‟s bedder dan you. He‟s been 
keeping his skills up.” 

 “Why don‟t you all just leave me the hell alone,” Shadow 
snarled, bitter. 

 “This is why I don‟t wear leather,” Arrow confided in 
Remy. “Chafes when you sweat in it. Makes you irritable.” 

 Shadow whipped out a club. 

 “One shot at me is all I give out,” Arrow said mildly. 
“You sure you want to use it up now?” 

 Sudden stillness descended between them, broken only 
by the clattering rasp of Blade checking the action on a .50 
caliber Desert Eagle. 

 “These are fine guns,” Blade grinned at Fury. 

 Shadow stalked away from Arrow, shoulders tense. “I‟ll 
be upstairs,” he muttered. Arrow grinned slightly, a malicious 
glint in his eye. Remy knew that look, knew the feeling, and 
let it slide. He turned to the guns, hefting a pistol. 

 “You going to get any, homme?” he asked Arrow. 

 “Don‟t need guns,” Arrow shrugged. “I have arrows.” 
He tilted his head at the full quiver at his back. “Over sixty in 
there. That‟ll get me through. If I need more weapons, I‟ll 
take them from our enemies.” 



 

   149 

 “If that‟s the way it works,” Fury said, “I could knock 
you down. Be your „enemy,‟ see,” he said with a grin, 
hooking his fingers into quotes. “You could „raid‟ my stash 
here.” 

 “I don‟t like being weighted down,” Arrow shrugged. 
“It‟s unbalancing to have to deal with a rifle when you‟re 
doing a double somersault, or a cartwheel, or when you slide 
tackle your way through enemies to come up in a flip.” He 
shrugged. “You wouldn‟t understand.” 

 “Hey,” Remy said suddenly, wonder in his face. “We go 
on a very dangerous mission tomorrow.” 

 “Yep,” Arrow agreed. 

 “And we are in de basement of a bar,” Remy pointed 
out. Understanding dawned on Arrow‟s face. 

 “It‟s on the house,” Fury said with a wry grin. “Knock 
yourselves out.” 

 The pair rushed up the stairs, and Fury chuckled as he 
shook his head. “Kids. No matter how old they are, those 
two are still a couple of kids.” 

 Blade nodded curtly. “I have what I need,” he muttered. 
“You have an apartment upstairs?” 

 “Yes.” 

 “I‟ll go up there and meditate,” Blade nodded. 

 “Go ahead, we won‟t disturb you,” Fury agreed. “Unless 
that Arrow guy and, uh, Bo, get all rowdy.” 

 Blade headed up the stairs, lugging pistols with him. 

 Fury glanced over at Forge, the only other one still with 
him in the basement. He sighed. 

 “Right. The good stuff.” He pushed the wall shut, 
levering it down in place once more. He passed Forge on his 
way to the other end of the stash, and Forge followed him. 
Fury dragged a heavy weapon case out from under the 
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counter, and Forge helped him heft it up to the countertop. 
Popping it open, Fury gestured. “There it is,” he said. 

 The gleaming length of the plasma cannon was 
untarnished by dust. Forge pulled it out, laying the rifle on 
the counter. “I designed these, you know,” he said as he 
tapped at the unmarked studs on the side of the gun. “I was 
working for the Project before you were.” 

 “You and I are probably the only ones in the world who 
might care,” Fury shrugged. “And I don‟t.” He watched, 
fascinated and repelled, as Forge pushed his sleeve up. The 
gleaming metal of Forge‟s cybernetic arm twitched and 
separated, and a pair of tool arms unfolded. 

 “Wow,” Fury growled. “You were holding out on us. 
Those cybernetics make the Project‟s work look like tinker 
toys.” 

 “I have to recalibrate the magnetic bottle, then a jump-
start from the clip will activate the plasma dispersal array,” 
Forge explained. “As for the cybers, I wish I could tell you I 
built them. I just tried to study them. They were constructed 
for me by—” His jaw dropped. “That‟s it! I‟ll contact the 
Illuminati!” he said. “This kind of job is right up their alley!” 
Excitement flushed his cheeks. 

 “The who?” Fury squinted. 

 “This is perfect,” Forge said to himself. He faced Fury. 
“The Illuminati are a mystically powered super-science group 
who are dedicated to defending the world against threats just 
like the Lin Quei. They helped me after I escaped from the 
Project. They have more power than this whole sorry tribe of 
ninja we‟re stuck with.” Hope shone in his eyes. He tapped at 
a few hidden studs in his arm, and it made a soft sucking 
clink as he pulled it off his shoulder. 

 “Warn a guy before you do that,” Fury recoiled, unable 
to tear his eyes from the thin goo that stretched between the 
shoulder and the torso it was mounted on as Forge pulled his 
arm off and lay it on the counter. 
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 “Sorry,” Forge said reflexively, ignoring Fury. He leaned 
over his arm, and opened a panel. He fiddled with 
something, and the bicep opened and extended. Inside, Fury 
saw a peculiar pale glow. 

 “This is the kinetisynapse node,” Forge explained. “If I 
shift the infrastructure, then the power source will plug 
directly into the software that connects the wetware to my 
nervous system. This in turn will boost the signal, a direct 
line to the code the Illuminati use. I imagine it will send a 
message to them. I‟ve thought about doing this before, but I 
never could work up the nerve,” he said apologetically. 
“Now I have something to offer them.” He leaned over, 
intent on his work, his shoulder stump mercifully pointed 
away from Fury. 

 Then he straightened. “This is Forge,” he said into the 
light that shone up out of his disassembled arm. “I‟m in New 
York city. I‟ve discovered a plot with the Lin Quei ninja 
trying to break the world with human sacrifice, tomorrow, 
October 31. Lexcorp and the Black Dragon gang are 
involved too. I‟m with some ninja who are going to try to 
stop them, but if you get this message… well, we desperately 
need your help.” He paused, then the light winked out. Forge 
took a deep breath, then started poking his cybernetic arm 
back together. 

 Fury watched him with mixed emotion. “You‟re still full 
of surprises,” he admitted. 

 Forge hesitated. “I‟m really sorry about what I did with 
your eye. I… I had to,” he said. “Things are different now. I 
could make you another eye. A better one. The Illuminati… 
they are so brilliant, they could replace it with a flesh one.” 

 Fury scratched at his eyepatch. “Nah. Thanks, but no. 
I‟m not beholden to anybody in the world right now, and I‟d 
like to keep it that way.” He shrugged. “That‟s assuming we 
survive tomorrow.” 
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 “Right,” Forge nodded seriously. “Let‟s hope we make it 
out in one piece. 

 His arm sucked back onto his shoulder with a click, a 
whirr, and a muted sound like a swallow. 

 

Monday, October 31, 2005. HALLOWEEN 

 Forge woke slowly. Stretched out on the couch, he lazily 
blinked; the neon lights outside painted the room with 
peculiar angles of shadow and odd splotches of color. A cool 
finger touched his lips, and a woman rippled into view before 
him. 

 “Sue,” he whispered, gazing up at the beautiful blonde 
with intense blue eyes. She smiled at him slightly, and his 
heart ached with something like relief. 

 “Hello, Forge,” she said seriously, her voice soft. “Are 
you on the level with this?” 

 “Absolutely,” he nodded earnestly. “Do you known 
anything about it?” 

 “A couple weeks ago we fought the Lin Quei, we 
interrupted a ritual sacrifice. We didn‟t realize they‟d try again 
so soon,” Sue said. “I don‟t like the Lexcorp angle. That‟s 
new, and it doesn‟t fit with their previous efforts.” She pulled 
an electronic pad from her belt, fingered the stylus out, and 
jotted a quick note, pausing to read a reply. “The others will 
be here and ready to go in six hours,” she said. She glanced at 
the time. “That‟s ten in the morning.” 

 “We‟ll be ready,” Forge said, his heart racing, an 
unreality permeating the whole conversation. “I—I feared I‟d 
never see you again.” 

 She simply smiled. “Do your people have a plan for the 
attack?” 

 “Not one we can all agree on,” he said. He paused. “Not 
one that‟s any good.” 
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 “We‟ll bring an airship,” Sue said. “Approach cloaked. 
Decloak and drop right in the middle of it.” 

 “Thank you,” Forge whispered. “What are the Lin Quei 
trying to do?” 

 “There is a web of light that protects the world from 
invaders,” Sue replied quietly. “Every generation there is a 
tournament, and some of the finest fighters from this 
dimension and others join in. The fighter that wins controls 
who can access this dimension. The Lin Quei are trying to 
gather enough souls to tear a hole in the defenses and let 
another dimension invade us, without winning the 
tournament first.” She paused. “I don‟t need to tell you that‟s 
a secret, do I?” she added almost playfully. 

 “And you must be Ms. Illuminati,” said a voice from the 
doorway that led to the bedroom. Arrow, sleep-tousled, 
grinned at her. “You are just the thing to help us win. I could 
really use a massage.” He strolled over to her, and clapped 
his hand on her rounded rump. 

 Sue pointed a mild look at him, and he whipped through 
the air to slam into the wall. He dropped to his knees, 
winded and startled. 

 “My bad,” he wheezed. 

 Sue returned her attention to Forge. “Six hours,” she 
said with a smile. She turned and faded from view as Blade 
stepped into the doorway, sword out. 

 “It‟s okay,” Forge said, struggling up off the couch and 
kicking blankets aside. He darted to the roof access door, 
catching it before it closed. He headed up the stairs. 

 “Wait!” he called out. “Just a minute!” 

 Sue faded back into view. “Yes?” 

 “You once offered me a place with the Illuminati,” he 
said breathlessly. “I‟ve thought about it. You needed me to 
kill, to prove my determination. And I couldn‟t.” 
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 She watched him. 

 “There‟s going to be killing now,” he said unsteadily. 
“And I‟ve had time to look around the world. Everywhere 
I‟ve gone, I‟ve been used as a tool. Protected and walled in 
like a resource. When I was on my own, I still couldn‟t… I 
couldn‟t make it work. I want a home.” He paused. “I‟ll kill 
for it. When this is over, if I‟m still alive. Please. Take me 
with you.” He looked deep into her eyes. 

 A small smile touched her lips. “I‟m glad I convinced 
the others to let you live,” she said quietly. “We‟ll see.” Then 
light slid away from her, and she was invisible. Forge heard 
the soft whirr of motors, and a breeze, and he knew her 
cloaked ship had departed. 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 

 “Nice club,” the man in the white suit said as he 
approached the trio at the bar. An unhealthy man in a black 
suit paced him. 

 “Ice. Spear. Glad you could come,” Luthor said. Elektra 
nodded to them. Cain didn‟t look up from the bar. 

 “The arrangements are in place?” Ice clarified. 

 “Yes. How do you feel about noon?” Luthor asked. 

 “Fine with us. Day or night, doesn‟t matter.” Ice smiled 
thinly. 

 “The barge will be towed out about 11:30,” Luthor said. 
“That way it should be in position by noon. I take it you can 
find your own way out to the middle of the harbor?” 

 “Don‟t worry about us,” Ice said. “And your security?” 

 “I‟ll have three squads of security troops, along with 
these two,” he said with a gesture to the ladies that flanked 
him. “I‟ll also add some air support. A couple choppers, and 
a specialist in my employ. You‟ll be plenty safe.” 
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 “Good,” Ice nodded. “We need the ritual to be 
uninterrupted this time.” He glanced around. “The Hellfire 
Club. When today‟s events are written into the history of the 
world, this meeting will be an ironic footnote.” He turned 
and left, Spear at his heels. 

 “Elektra,” Luthor said as he watched the ninja leave, “go 
to the dock. See to it that the loading is uninterrupted. Make 
sure there are no extra passengers aboard.” Elektra nodded, 
heading for the door. Luthor turned to Cain. 

 “Come with me,” he said with a smile that was almost 
curious. He headed out of the main ballroom of the Hellfire 
club, down a carpeted corridor, through a door, then another 
door that required a nanotech key. He strolled into a 
concealed lounge in the heart of the building. 

 Worthington sat at the piano, playing with consummate 
skill. He glanced up as Luthor entered, and he ended the 
piece with a flourish. “Hello,” he said. “What can I do for 
you, Luthor?” A sneer and a snarl lurked under the 
pleasantry of his expression. He knew better than to let them 
out. 

 “I want you to provide air support for today‟s event,” 
Luthor said. “Put your wings on. Keep an eye out for 
interlopers.” 

 “My—my what?” Worthington said, paling. 

 “Honestly,” Luthor murmured, his eyes mesmerizing. 
“Did you think you could keep secrets from me?” He turned, 
crossing the room, and he tapped at a secret panel. It slid 
open, and he punched in a six-digit code. A segment of wall 
slid back, revealing a glorious wing sculpture big enough to 
support a man. Luthor looked over at Worthington. 

 “Wear the wings. Guard the shipment. And I‟ll overlook 
that nasty business with the confiscated power armor. You 
also might want to wear a mask. In case you‟re seen.” He 
turned and left. Cain stayed behind, with Worthington. 
Worthington stared at the revealed wings. 
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 “He scares me,” Worthington said in a small voice. 

 Cain had nothing to say to that. 

 Worthington approached the wings. “I‟m not his lackey,” 
he grumbled as his eyes played over the iridescent black 
feathers, tan highlights picked up by the lights that shone on 
them. “I got these for artistic expression. Not so I could be 
aerial recon for Luthor‟s dirty deals. Still…” His fingertip 
traced the edge of one of the razor sharp feathers. “Maybe 
it‟s time I was more public. Took more risks.” He touched a 
concealed stud on the wings, and where they met, tiny feelers 
unfolded, gently waving in a non-existent breeze. 
Worthington shrugged his shirt off, tossing it to the side, 
revealing his athletic build and toned muscles. As he backed 
up to the wings, the cilia touched his back and plugged in. 
He winced as they connected the wing control mechanism to 
his nervous system. 

 Can watched impassively, her eyes straying to the bullet 
scar in his belly. She felt a vague uneasiness something like 
regret. 

 Worthington stepped away from the wall, his wings 
furling behind him. He smiled to himself, and he darted a 
wing forward. Dark feathers shot out of the powerful swipe, 
loosened by his mind and released by the whipping motion. 
The feathers thudded deep into the Black King‟s throne, 
where Luthor would sit during a gathering of the Inner 
Circle. 

 Worthington sighed as he extended the wing and 
pressed it against the wall. The wing sizzled, using the wall‟s 
mass to regrow the feathers. “Now I‟m going to have to have 
that chair replaced,” Worthington muttered, almost whining. 
“If Luthor saw those feather cuts, he might not take it well. 
No point doing it halfway.” He bounded forward, flexing his 
wing down, and the swipe sliced the chair in half in a precise 
stroke. He stood back, his wings furling behind him. 
Worthington looked over at Cain with satisfaction. 
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 “Aren‟t these magnificent?” he said, expecting no 
answer. “I had them made for me by a genius, a man named 
Forge.” He paused. “I wonder where he ended up.” 

* 

 Forge watched the clear sky, waiting for lightning. 

 “I feel kind of stupid,” Remy admitted, scanning the 
clear sky from the rooftop of the building next to the alley 
bar. “Dere is noting up here.” 

 “Just wait,” Forge said, amused. 

 “You wouldn‟t believe some of the technology out 
there,” Fury said, ducking towards the stick match as he lit 
his cigar. He shook the match out and hefted his assault rifle. 
“Hell, I can‟t believe half of it.” 

 Blade prowled along the side of the roof, looking down 
at the street, and Arrow stroked his goatee reflectively. 
Shadow perked up, then rose. 

 “Here it comes,” he said tersely. 

 “Where?” Remy demanded, looking around. 

 A breeze stirred across them, and with a faint crunch, 
something settled on the roof. Light flickered and twitched, 
then a craft fifteen meters long glowed into view. The side 
door opened, and Sue stood in the doorway. 

 “Come on in and meet everybody,” she said. Forge and 
Fury went forward without hesitation, walking up the ramp 
and into the craft. Arrow followed. Blade‟s jaw flexed, then 
he went in, with Remy on his heels, followed by a reluctant 
Shadow. 

 Sue closed the door behind them as they stared around 
in awe. 

 “This thing is a lot bigger on the inside,” Arrow said, 
just to get it out of the way. 
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 The hold was almost twenty meters long, and ten meters 
wide. Sue chuckled. 

 “Time and space have suggestions about how they 
should fit together, but with persuasion, they can be altered 
to fit our needs,” she said. “We are willing to help you. Let 
me introduce the Illuminati. The Master of the Second Seal, 
Kurt,” she said. “He is our pilot.” The door leading to the 
cockpit opened, and a slight man strolled in. His hands and 
feet were prehensile, with two digits and a dewclaw or 
thumb. His skin was sheathed in a close velvety fur, and he 
had wild dark hair and yellow eyes. His cat teeth were white. 
Dressed in dark leather, he wore a rapier with no cross-piece 
at his belt. 

 “The pleasure is mine,” he said with a deep bow. 

 “The Master of the Fourth Seal, Jonathan Storm.” A 
slim young man stepped through the door. His eyes were 
hard, and he had a buzz cut on his blonde hair. He lit a 
cigarette, and strolled over by the others as he tucked the 
lighter in his pocket. 

 “I am the Master of the Fifth Seal, and as you know, my 
name is Sue,” she said with a dazzling smile. “Finally,” Sue 
said with a hush to her voice, “The Grand Master of the 
Seventh Seal. Give him your respect.” 

 A lean man stepped through the door, dressed in a 
simple blue robe with white trim. He had austere features, 
and white streaked back from his temples. His eyes seemed 
to flicker through those he glanced at, and they felt a strange 
instinctive respect for him as he entered the room. 

 “Thank you for doing your part to avert the disaster that 
looms above us all,” the Grand Master said. “As we were 
headed in, we saw the barge being loaded with the sacrifices, 
the Black Dragons providing security as well as several dozen 
mercenaries. The slaves think they are going on a cruise of 
the harbor, a kind of „cleaning up‟ party after their addictions 
and basic training to re-enter society. Instead, their barge will 
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be towed to the middle of the harbor, and they will be 
sacrificed. We will not allow that to happen.” 

 “You could hear them? From your ship?” Shadow said 
skeptically. 

 “We deployed a spy drone,” Storm said. “It‟s still 
watching them. They can‟t see it, any more than you could 
see our ship. And it‟s a damn sight quieter.” 

 “What‟s the plan,” Blade growled. 

 “Simple, really,” the Grand Master replied. “We wait 
until Gauntlet begins the ritual. He is their jonin. The ninja 
Ghost will be by his side, to accept the souls as they are 
freed. When they begin the ritual, we will strike, before the 
sacrifices. Otherwise, they will simply slip away once more. 
This time,” he said, his voice ruthless and thrilling, “they 
cannot be allowed to escape.” 

 Blade smiled, the most sincere smile his partners had 
ever seen on his face. “Let‟s go.” 

* 

 The barge slowed; Elektra could tell. She looked out 
across the choppy waters of the bay, jaw clenched as fear 
coiled in her guts. It was cold and heavy, matching the 
sluggish swells that broke on the side of the barge. She was 
only half listening to the master of ceremonies, who had a 
microphone and was talking to the hundred sacrifices who 
stood in the recessed hold of the barge. 

 “You ready to start this Halloween party?” the emcee 
demanded. He was a ninja, Elektra could tell. The 
mercenaries wore light armor under trench coats, their 
submachine guns out of sight. Thirty six guards, twenty five 
ninja. Herself. And she looked over at Cain, who leaned on 
the railing. Others would not see past the inscrutable mask of 
her features, but Elektra could see the misery that radiated 
from her as she squinted out at the water. At the incoming 
speedboat. 
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 Gauntlet, Ghost, Ice, Spear, and Smoke were in the 
boat. They wore their ninja gear. Gauntlet‟s helmet had 
blades sweeping back, and his shoulderpads were bladed as 
well. He wore greaves on his forearms and shins that bore 
hooked blades, honed to lethal sharpness, and two blades 
curved over the knuckles of each hand. Ghost wore his black 
leathers, and green light seeped from him. Smoke, Ice, and 
Spear wore black ninja outfits, with colored face masks and 
tabards. The speedboat slapped through the swells, close 
enough to the barge. Ice tossed up a grapple, and the ninja 
swarmed up one at a time. 

 “Are we ready?” Smoke asked as he approached Elektra. 

 “Looks that way,” she replied mildly. 

 “Keep an eye out for trouble,” Smoke growled. “Kano 
disappeared. Someone might know where we are.” 

 “If we were going to have trouble, don‟t you think we‟d 
have it by now?” Elektra asked. She swept the horizon with 
her gaze. “I suppose someone could still fall out of the sky.” 

 “Stay alert, okay?” Smoke said irritably, and he stalked 
away. 

 “Now we have some party favors for you,” the emcee 
said to the joyfully clapping crowd. “Don‟t worry about 
them, just leave them alone. We‟ll get to the part with the 
confetti,” he grinned. Ninja started tossing silver cylinders 
the size of beer cans down into the crowd, who cheered and 
laughed. “What do you think of this guy‟s costume, huh?” 
the emcee asked as he gestured to Gauntlet, who preened 
before their cheers. “This guy is going to read some Chinese 
Happy Halloween, then we‟ll just pop those favors and get 
on to the drinks!” Wild cheering. 

 “Luthor had them drugged,” Elektra muttered to Cain, 
eyes out to sea. “So they‟d be relaxed and happy for this.” 

 Can you really stand aside? whispered a voice in the back of 
her mind. Can you just let this happen? 



 

   161 

 Elektra stood up straight, and stared at Cain. Cain 
jumped back, reacting to her sudden move, surprised. 

 Was that you? Elektra demanded of Cain in the Silent 
Speech. Cain‟s startlement was clear. 

 Then Elektra recognized the voice. 

 Smoke! she shouted in the Silent Speech. We are not alone! 

 Gauntlet started reading from the scroll, and the edges 
of reality began to curdle and wisp. 

 A flash popped in the air above the barge, blinding 
those who weren‟t ready for it. In the wake of the light, the 
airship de-cloaked, and a mighty fighting force descended on 
the barge. 

 As mercenaries ripped out their submachine guns and 
the ninja readied for battle, the Illuminati and Stick‟s students 
hit the deck. 

 Forge hung out of the side of the craft, the plasma rifle 
thrumming as he raised it. 

 “For the world,” he murmured. For me. 

 He pulled the trigger, sending a searing line of death 
whipping out from the heavy gun. As Gauntlet squared off 
with Blade, the plasma flared through Gauntlet‟s torso, 
burning him in half. He collapsed, dead. 

 Forge breathed deep, hoping something inside him 
would feel different. 

 A moment later, he dropped to the deck after the others. 

 Storm leaped out into space, then he flexed somehow, 
and flame burst from his skin. He tore through the air like a 
rocket, and the sacrifices applauded and wildly cheered. The 
Grand Master of the Fourth Seal burned a swath down the 
deck, torching ninja too slow to spring away, setting a full 
dozen mercenaries ablaze. 
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 Ice scooped up the rolling detonator. Invisible force 
whacked across his hand, sending the detonator spinning out 
to splash down in the water. Ice turned and focused on the 
hold, his hands shaping and releasing a blast of cold at the 
sacrifices. The cold flattened on invisible force, and awed 
cheering drifted up through the ice. 

 Kurt sprang at Smoke, who vanished in a blast of 
smoke. He simply grinned, bursting smoke around himself 
and popping back into view gripping the startled ninja. As 
Smoke lashed at him with a ninja blade, Kurt‟s prehensile tail 
whipped around his wrist and deflected the blow. Kurt 
lashed at him with his blade. Both vanished in bursts of 
smoke, exploding back into view locked in struggle on the 
other side of the barge. 

Spear pivoted, flinging his blade at Kurt as he 
materialized on the deck. The lithe teleporter sprang away, 
and Smoke vanished without him as Kurt popped back into 
space behind Spear. They faced off. 

 Razored feathers whistled down and slid through 
Storm‟s flame as he streaked around for another pass. The 
heat blunted the feathers, but the force and sharpness 
survived his aura and sank into his flesh. Storm coughed with 
startled pain, spinning mid-air to see the golden-haired angel 
that dove at him, pulling up to send a lethal barrage of 
feathers hissing at him. Storm unleashed a gush of flame, 
slagging one of Worthington‟s wings as he rolled to the side. 
With a startled shout, the winged man plummeted in a streak 
of flame and smoke, crashing down into the water. Storm 
limped through the air to collapse in the airship. 

 He lay panting as his flame whisked off him, leaving five 
fairly deep wounds in his back. He winced. Then smoke 
blasted in the craft‟s hold. 

 “Kurt—I‟m fine, get down there,” Storm said irritably. 

 Smoke emerged from the shadows, saying nothing. 
Then his blade whistled down. 
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 On the deck, Elektra froze as the other mind, the 
familiar mind, touched hers again. 

 See what is happening, the mental voice whispered, and 
Elektra felt the long-dormant link with Matt Murdock, the 
Shadow, flare to life. Matt was in the ship above. He was not 
aware of her presence. Elektra gasped as she saw it all. 

 Shadow darted forward from his hiding spot—he had 
been waiting, aboard the ship. For just this eventuality. 
Smoke lashed out at Storm, and Shadow kicked the blade 
aside. Smoke looked up at him, his bottomless dark eyes 
surprised, and Shadow slammed his club into the side of the 
ninja‟s neck. Whipped a strike across him. He lunged, 
snatching Smoke as the ninja withdrew into a shadowy 
dimension— 

 They tumbled out on the deck of the barge below. 
Shadow lashed out with the stick, and Smoke took the hit, 
reeling back. Elektra gasped as Matt pulled the long, 
sharpened sai from the back of his belt. 

 Because sometimes that’s all the world can be, she felt him 
think in the privacy of his own thoughts. 

 Only she could feel the tears that pressed against the 
back of his leather mask. 

 And the sai dropped, plunging into Smoke‟s heart, 
pinning him to the deck.  

 He would no longer teleport away. 

 Matt Murdock‟s heart broke. 

 

CHAPTER NINENTEEN 

 Elektra gasped for air as tears flowed down her face. 
Cain stood by her, deeply unsettled and unsure of what to 
do. 

 You know what you have to do, whispered the voice in 
Elektra‟s mind. 
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 Then Elektra was in motion. She darted over, sailing 
through the air in a lethal kick, over Shadow and into Ice. 
The startled ninja flew back with the punishing force of 
Elektra‟s kick, flipping and landing easily, rolling the impact 
away. Elektra stood between Shadow and Ice, and Shadow 
raised his head in surprise. 

 You will not harm him, Elektra said to Ice in the Silent 
Speech. 

 “Kill the traitor,” Ice demanded of Cain. 

 Cain slipped past Elektra, and in a flurry of violence she 
engaged Ice. Startled, he defended himself as best he could, 
but Cain was more than a master. Her attacks flowed and 
darted in a rhythm that was impossible to deny. She slid past 
his defenses with a knuckle strike to the throat, and she stole 
his air with a palm strike to his solar plexus, then she shot 
her heel into the front of his ankle and robbed him of his 
stance. It was all he could do to awkwardly crash into the rail 
and tilt over to drop into the choppy surf of the bay. 

 Elektra met Cain‟s gaze, and found something very like 
gratitude in her eyes. 

 United, the two ninja faced off with the seething 
explosive battle around them. Shadow was in awe as he took 
in the scene before him. 

 Kurt flipped back out of the way, the edge missing from 
his speed as he clutched the deep spear wound in his gut. 
Spear said nothing, betrayed no emotion, he simply flung his 
arm forward and sent the spear on the weighted chain hissing 
at his foe. Kurt blasted away in a teleport, and Spear 
retracted his weapon. 

 Then he spun to parry the incoming strike as Remy 
came at him. Spear was faster than the Cajun; his hand shot 
out and snatched Remy‟s chest, balling a fist in his coat and 
yanking him close. 

 “No flowers?” Remy gasped. 
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 Silence, mortal. Spear‟s white eyes flared, and his eye 
sockets burst into flame as Remy gulped, staring into them, 
unable to look away. 

 A shock froze Remy‟s nervous system, and he was 
pinned and helpless in the bale of those flaming eye sockets. 
Something welled up in him—and he was confronted with 
the truth of his sins. Every lie he had ever told, every 
underhanded thing he had done, every unprintable thought 
he had ever wallowed in; all swelled back into his living 
memory at once. 

 He screamed. 

 A distinctive slitting puncture of steel into meat 
interrupted. The flame was sucked back into Spear‟s head as 
he turned to see a short ninja tear his hood off. The three 
blades extending from the back of his fist were embedded in 
Spear‟s back. With the hood off, the short man‟s hair was 
wild. 

 “Howzabout you let my friend go,” Logan growled. 

 Spear stepped forward, easily dragging himself off the 
claws. Logan‟s blades smoked and smoldered, but they were 
unhurt by whatever alien heat fueled Spear. Released, Remy 
thudded down on the deck, struggling to simply breathe. 

 Spear bowed to Logan, then stepped back into his own 
shadow and vanished. 

 “Damn ninja,” Logan growled. 

 The ninja at the helm of the tug squinted back at the 
deck. Eyes widening, he whipped out his shuriken as a man 
cleared the railing, dropping towards the tug.  

 As Fury fell, his gun bucked against his shoulder, bullets 
tearing through the ninja. The black-clad form slumped back, 
and Fury slammed down on the back of the tug. He raced up 
to the cabin, slinging the rifle, and he shoved the boat into 
high gear as he aimed for the shore. 
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 “Let‟s get this party cleaned up so we can all go home,” 
he grinned around his cigar. 

 Arrow finished off the last of the mercenaries as Blade 
joined him. 

 “I got all the ninja that didn‟t run,” Blade growled. 

 “I‟m out of arrows,” Arrow shrugged. “So who‟s left?” 

 “Me,” Elektra said. Cain was her shadow as she faced 
the other ninja. 

 Blade simply looked at her. 

 “I saved Shadow,” she said. “Turned on the Lin Quei. 
You know what that means in this world.” 

 “I know,” Blade said. 

 Remy limped over to them, Logan at his side supporting 
him. “We got dem,” Remy said. “I can hardly believe it. But 
we won.” 

 Shadow approached from the other direction, and Silent 
faced him, unreadable. 

 “What does this mean,” Shadow asked, the quiet 
wonder of a man with unanswerable questions. 

 “It means we aren‟t finished,” said a cool voice with an 
English accent. They turned to see a woman standing next to 
Logan, a woman they had not seen before she spoke. Her 
hair was so raven-wing dark it was iridescent, and her Asiatic 
features were smooth and unreadable. “I tried to get to 
Ghost, but he escaped me before I could engage. That‟s why 
Ice and Spear pulled back.” 

 “Who the hell are you?” Blade demanded. 

 “This is Braddock,” Logan growled, “Her ninja name is 
Lock. And I‟ll thank you ta watch yer tone with my woman.” 
He scowled at the impassive ninja. 

 “You think Ghost ran from you?” Arrow scoffed, unable 
to tear his eyes from her endowments. 
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 “If he‟s wise he did,” she shrugged, fixing his attention 
further. “Of us all, I am the greatest threat to him.” 

 “Why is that?” Shadow asked sourly as understanding 
dawned in Elektra‟s eyes. 

 “Because he, more so than the rest of us, is about 
focus,” she replied evenly. Logan eyed Arrow, struggling to 
keep his growing anger in check as Arrow‟s eyes roamed 
freely over Braddock‟s shapes. 

 Forge approached, and they turned to face him. 

 “Thank you,” he said seriously. “More than you know.” 

 “Our task is not finished,” Braddock pointed out. 

 “Mine is.” Forge looked the motley group over. “I‟m 
going with the Illuminati. The Lin Quei leader is dead, the 
ritual disrupted. Our work is done.” 

 “Safe travels,” Arrow said. “Maybe we‟ll meet again 
sometime. I‟d love to chat about what you could do for 
arrowheads. If you ever have some time on your hands.” He 
smiled, at his most charming. 

 Forge returned his smile. “Take care of yourselves,” he 
said. Then he was lifted in the air; they looked up to see Sue 
guiding him into the craft. 

 The Grand Master stepped into full view of the awed 
sacrifices and the warriors below. “It‟s better this way,” he 
said, his voice easily reaching all of them. A deep well of light 
rolled from him, inspiring a collective gasp FORGET then 
the light vanished, the ship flicked out of sight, and the 
faintest rush of air betrayed its departure. 

 Fury clambered up the ladder on the side of the barge, 
sopping wet. “There you are,” he said. “I set the boat‟s 
course towards land, and notified the Coast Guard and Port 
Authority. We really kicked some ass.” 

 “We‟ll take one of the lifeboat launches back to shore,” 
Blade said. “You all fought like lions.” 
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 “Where‟s Forge?” Fury asked, glancing around. 

 “He… didn‟t make it,” Arrow said, looking away. “Spear 
got him through the heart.” 

 Braddock narrowed her eyes. She was the only one the 
Illuminati mind-alteration had not affected. But she said 
nothing. 

 Fury paused, then turned away. “Wherever he is, I hope 
he finds what he‟s looking for,” he said. He sighed deeply. 
“It‟s been real educational running with you all, but I‟m 
looking forward to getting back to bartending.” 

 “We‟re not done,” Blade muttered. “We chased the Lin 
Quei off, but I still have to rescue Morbius.” 

 “Yes!” Remy said quickly. “Do we know where he is?” 

 “I do,” Braddock said. “One of the Lin Quei ninja 
survived, one who is not able to shield his mind as well as the 
others. He‟s driving the motor boat now. They‟re retreating 
to their safehouse.” 

 “I would love to crash their safehouse,” Arrow said with 
a gleam in his eye. “It just feels right.” 

 Blade paused, looking around. Remy. Arrow. Logan. 
Braddock. Fury. Elektra. Cain. Shadow. Victory shone in 
their eyes, except for the darkness that dwelled around 
Shadow. Blade also saw resolve. 

 “I want to finish this,” he muttered. “Who‟s with me?” 

 “I want a shot at Ghost,” Braddock said. 

 “And I‟m with her,” Logan growled as he glared at 
Arrow. 

 “I got to rescue Morbius or I…” Remy shook his head, 
a shudder rippling through him. “Somebody else can take on 
Spear, though.” 

 “Yes. Safehouse crashing,” Arrow said. “I‟m in.” 
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 “If they live, we die,” Elektra said without looking at 
Shadow. “Cain and I are in.” Cain nodded curtly. 

 “I think I‟ve done my part,” Fury said. “Good luck.” 

 “What about you?” Elektra asked Shadow, neither 
prying nor challenging. 

 Shadow‟s jaw twitched. “It seems I have nothing better 
to do,” he said pointedly. 

 “Then we‟re agreed,” Blade nodded. They headed for a 
lifeboat launch, complete with an inboard engine. By the 
time the helicopters closed in on the barge and the hundred 
people left alive aboard it, the ninja were long gone. 

* 

 “With Gauntlet gone, that means you‟re in charge,” Ice 
said, something caustic in his tone as he confronted Ghost. 
“What do you want to do? Is it time to go home yet? Or are 
we going to make another attempt?” 

 Ghost simply stared at him, his green eyes leaking 
wicked energy. 

 Ice turned his back on the soul collector, stalking to the 
wall of the warehouse lair. He sighed. “It all went wrong. 
Again. Shang Tsung arranged the glyphs to hide our mission 
from the Sorcerer Supreme, but these other idiots have 
interrupted us twice. They‟ll do it again. And I do not know 
the ritual,” he continued, “so I can‟t properly arrange for the 
soul harvest.” He stared at Ghost. “They will kill me for this 
failure,” he added softly, “unless you have some kind of plan. 
Gauntlet is dead, at least for a while. Smoke was killed. All 
we have to show for our efforts is that… thing.” He pointed 
at Morbius, unconscious and chained to the middle of the 
floor. 

 Ice looked at Spear, then at Ghost, then at the only 
other ninja that survived the massacre at the barge. “Can you 
harvest the souls one by one?” he asked Ghost. 
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 Outside, a van pulled to a halt in the alley as a Harley 
motorcycle throatily rattled, parking. Ice sprang up and 
snatched the sill of the high window, pulling himself up to 
peer outside. 

 Logan and Braddock dismounted from the motorcycle. 
The van opened up as ninja jumped out, headed straight at 
the warehouse. 

 “Not subtle,” Ice muttered, “but we‟ve given them no 
reason to be.” A gurgling choke snatched his attention, and 
he dropped from the window, turning to see Ghost flexing 
his hand over the last of their ninja. 

 The man kicked and wheezed, then his skeleton flashed, 
visible through his meat, and he collapsed dead. His soul 
drifted up, a white pulsing globe. Ghost clutched it, 
withdrawing his hand, absorbing the energy. 

 Ice shook his head, feeling his own death nearing. He 
ran to the wall, leaping up and kicking off it, grabbing the 
rafter and pulling himself up to vanish in the shadows of the 
high ceiling. Moments later, Spear joined him. Ghost turned, 
facing the garage door as it rolled open. 

 “We came for Morbius,” Blade growled. 

 “I came for you,” Braddock said, her lovely eyes 
narrowed to slits as she squared off with Ghost. 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY 

 Elektra ran to one wall, kicking off and snatching the 
rafter, pulling herself up to the tenuous battleground where 
Ice and Spear waited. Moments later, Cain had joined her. 
Perfectly balanced, they waited, ready. Ice smiled beneath his 
mask. 

 Remy, Shadow, and Arrow stood blocking the exit as 
Blade and Braddock charged Ghost. The soul-collector 
gestured, sending sickly gobs of green energy at them; the 
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energy squirmed and twisted, forming screaming skulls as it 
raced towards them. 

 Blade threw himself out of the way, rolling over his 
shoulder and popping up with no loss of speed. Braddock 
smiled, feral. Brilliant purple energy hissed out over her fists, 
and she struck the incoming attack in its center. The ball of 
energy wisped away. 

 Ghost took an involuntary step back. His eyes widened. 

 Braddock drank in the smell of his fear as she closed to 
striking distance. 

 Cain twirled out of the way of Spear‟s weighted chain, 
cartwheeling around to flank the ninja. As he swiped the 
returning spear out of the air, she hit him with a series of 
strikes. He could only block half of them, and she sent him 
reeling from beam to beam as her assault drove him back. 

 Ice gestured, slicking the rafters around him with ice. 
Silent sprang over them, coming down with her shortsword 
whipping at the ninja‟s head. He ducked back and away, 
coming up with a kick that she barely deflected. They both 
slammed down on the slick rafter; both poised with precise 
balance, and the fight continued as their blades whickered 
and sang, slitting the air and ringing from each other. 

 Remy reached Morbius as Braddock and Blade closed 
with Ghost. Ghost spun and bobbed, whirling and slapping 
their attacks away. Blade slashed his arm, releasing a gout of 
green smoke. Braddock slung a kick into him that broke ribs 
and made no difference. As they drove him back, Remy 
gathered a handful of the chains that held Morbius pinned 
down. Turning his head, he yanked his hand back a moment 
before the chains exploded. He hefted Morbius‟s limp body, 
the doctor‟s head lolling senselessly on his neck as Remy 
pulled back. “We have what we came for!” Remy shouted. 

 Blade lunged in a vicious strike, and Ghost easily 
sidestepped—right into Braddock‟s threat range. She snagged 
his shoulder and spun him, and she plunged both of her 
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psionic hand-knives right into the sides of his head. Their 
tips touched one another. She screamed, an unholy shriek, 
and Ghost shuddered for a moment. 

 Then he exploded. 

 The shock of energy rolled out and knocked the ninja 
from the rafters; they slammed into the walls and fell as 
those on the ground were flattened by the blast. A green ball 
swelled out and burst. The explosion was soundless and 
devastating. As the ninja crashed down, Ghost‟s leather 
clothes sagged, empty, to the ground. 

 All was dark. 

 

 Perhaps seconds, perhaps minutes. Remy sat up and 
coughed, drinking in the sweet air. He didn‟t care that it 
stank of sulfur, or that a peculiar green film lay across all 
exposed surfaces. He staggered to his feet, hauling at 
Morbius. He looked around. 

 Blade was already on his feet, expressionless as he 
looked down at Logan cradling Braddock‟s head. Logan knelt 
on the hard concrete, and Braddock did not respond as he 
hunched over her, stroking her forehead, whispering to her 
urgently. Remy blinked, shook his head. Cain was motionless 
on the floor, but Silent had already risen. She scooped up her 
sword and touched it to Ice‟s throat; he stirred. Spear stood 
behind her, Arrow confronting him. 

 “Make it quick,” Ice whispered. 

 “You can‟t go home, can you,” Elektra asked clearly. 
“You‟ve failed. Does the Lin Quei reward failure with 
anything but death?” She shook her head. “I won‟t give you 
the mercy of death,” she said, raising the blade. “Your clan 
can take care of you.” 

 “Sure you want to violate the first rule?” Ice said 
sardonically. 
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 “Your stinking clan already did,” Elektra said, gesturing 
at Spear. “Leave nothing living. Only the living seek revenge 
and spread the deadly net of knowledge. Well, he‟s dead,” 
she clarified. 

 “And he no longer seeks revenge,” Ice countered. “He 
no longer spreads knowledge of any kind. In fact, I‟ll 
probably end up just like him. The Lin Quei are not kind to 
those who fail or betray them.” He shrugged, then he rose to 
his feet. Elektra did not move to stop him. “One way or 
another,” he said with a dangerous glint in his dark, deep 
eyes, “I‟m a dead man.” 

 Something clicked in Remy‟s mind. “Perhaps not, mon 
ami,” he said, surprising Ice and Elektra both. Remy smiled, 
dragging Morbius over towards them. “I know a place. A 
man. You would have protection.” 

 “You don‟t know the Lin Quei,” Ice answered. 

 “De fact dat you be talking to me says you‟re ready to 
listen,” Remy shrugged. “Dis man is a powerful mentalist. He 
is gathering dose who are different, to help dem find a way to 
live in dis world. Dis world dat hates us,” he said. “I‟m going 
back,” he decided on the spur of the moment. “You can 
come wit me.” 

 “I ask protection from no man,” Ice said. 

 “What about him?” Elektra asked, gesturing at Spear. 
“He‟s your bodyguard.” 

 “That‟s no man,” Ice replied sardonically. 

 “We don need anyone to babysit,” Remy persisted. “We 
need a teacher. Someone who could teach dese people how 
to protect demselfs. Someone like you.” He let Ice see the 
seriousness in his eyes. 

 “Are you insane?” Ice countered. “I just tried to kill you 
all. I still might.” 

 “Why haven‟t you?” Elektra asked, amused. 



 

174 

 “I‟m still thinking it over,” he replied with a shrug. “Tell 
me more about this place.” 

 “Dey were trying to take over de world, but decided to 
figure out how to live in its shadows instead,” Remy said, 
racking his brains. “You don have to sign up wit me. Go 
have a look.” 

 “Ghost is destroyed,” Elektra said seriously. “One way 
or another, your time with the Lin Quei as a living man is 
over.” 

 Ice heaved a sigh, and tugged at his mask. It came off 
with a puff of chill air, and he tossed it on the ground. He 
pulled his hood off, revealing tousled blonde hair and a 
handsome face. “That‟s true,” he said. “And I‟m not done 
with this life yet.” 

 “What‟s your name, homme?” Remy asked. 

 “Drake. Robert Drake,” he replied. “Before I can go 
with you, we have to rescue my son. He‟s in middle school. 
The Lin Quei are sure to target him.” 

 “Sure,” Remy shrugged. “What‟s de boy‟s name?” 

 “Tim,” Drake replied with a small smile. He shook his 
head. “It‟s been a hell of a week,” he muttered to himself. 

 Behind them, Braddock gasped and clutched at the air. 
She sat up, Logan supporting her. Her eyes were wild. 
Instead of violet, they were brilliant green, a startling contrast 
to her Asian face. 

 “The—the dead—he—he was—Ghost—soul 
collector—” she gasped. 

 “Hush, it‟ll be okay,” Logan assured her, holding her 
close as she struggled free of a vivid, soul-altering nightmare. 

 Drake turned to Spear. “I release you from your duty. 
That‟s my last act on behalf of the Lin Quei. You‟ve been 
punished enough. You‟re on your own.” He paused, an 
ironic smile toying with his face. “Punish the guilty.” 



 

   175 

 Spear trembled. Then he pulled his weighted chain out, 
holding the haft of the spear. He gripped the chain and the 
haft, and tugged sharply. As if on command, the chain 
snapped. Spear slowly approached, then spun the spear and 
handed it, haft first, to Drake. Drake solemnly accepted it, 
and bowed to Spear. Spear bowed back. 

 Then Spear gripped his mask and hood and tore them 
off, flinging them to the side. Remy gasped; Spear‟s skull was 
exposed, shimmering with heat. His head was a fleshless 
mask of amusement and rage. 

 That’s more like it, Spear roared in the Silent Speech. 
He turned, coiling the weighted chain and hanging it at his 
belt. He left the warehouse, slinging a leg over Logan‟s 
motorcycle, and he kicked it to life and roared away. 

 “I‟ll keep an eye on him,” Blade said. He crossed the 
room, approaching Remy. “I‟ll keep them both out of 
trouble,” he said as he hefted Morbius in his arms. Remy 
slung his coat off and covered Morbius, twitching the fabric 
into place to keep the sunlight off him. 

 “Wait,” Shadow said, his voice cold. “We have 
unfinished business, you and I.” 

 Blade inclined his head towards Shadow, not even 
turning to face him. “Don‟t be stupid,” he said. “Or I will kill 
you.” 

 “You destroyed Matt Murdock,” Shadow said, his voice 
resonant with fresh pain. “I owe you for that.” 

 “I forgive you the debt,” Blade said with an unamused 
smile. He only paused for one moment longer. Enough to 
give Shadow every opportunity to act. “Another time, 
maybe,” he said dismissively. He turned, and strode towards 
the van, carrying Morbius away. 

 Shadow simply watched him go. 

 “So this guy. This place. Do they have names?” Arrow 
asked Remy, startling him. Remy blinked. 
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 “Xavier,” he said. “The man‟s name is Xavier.” 

 “Are there women in this place?” Arrow asked. 
“Extremely attractive, shapely, insecure women?” He 
grinned, showing all his teeth. 

 “Actually, yes,” Remy said, restraining a smile of his 
own. “I know one in particular dat goes for your type. Dat‟s 
not good on de resume,” he sighed. 

 “I‟m an excellent teacher,” Arrow confessed. “Can I come 
too? I figure I can go with you that far, and leave when the 
horizon calls for me.” He glanced around the filthy 
warehouse. “My work here is done, Blade is off my back, I 
can‟t hear Stick‟s ghost laughing at me anymore—job well 
done.” 

 Remy shifted uneasily under Elektra‟s stare. “What,” he 
said. 

 “Xavier? Mentalist?” Elektra said sharply. “I‟ve killed 
him before.” She paused. “Twice.” 

 “Maybe you shouldn‟t come wit us,” Remy pondered. 

 “He has changed,” Braddock said quietly. Logan 
steadied her as she rose. “I have touched his mind before 
this. He has had experiences that have… tempered him.” She 
straightened. “It would be different.” And I have found MY 
place, she added, whispering into Elektra‟s mind, looking into 
her eyes. 

 Elektra met her gaze for a long moment, then she 
turned to Drake. “I‟ve forsaken Luthor,” she said. “Betraying 
him on the barge cost me everything I have in New York.” 
She paused. “I have some experience escaping ninja clans. I 
can help protect you. Looks like we‟re both lost in the 
world.” Drake smiled at her, speculative as he considered the 
strength in her eyes and her supple form. 

 “I‟d like that,” he said. 

 Elektra turned to Shadow. “How about you?” she said. 
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 “I can‟t walk away,” Shadow said, his voice brittle. 
“Blade murdered Karen. Framed Matt Murdock. My life in 
New York is a ruin. I can‟t just let him get away with that.” 
He paused. “Because of him, I broke my own rule.” He 
abruptly stopped talking. 

 Elektra watched him. “Could you give us a minute?” she 
said quietly to the others. Remy blinked, nodded, and headed 
for the other end of the room, towards Logan and Braddock. 
Arrow and Drake followed, and Cain was unobtrusive in the 
background, alone. 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY ONE 

 “We all come to this point, Matt,” Elektra said softly. 
“Where we have to choose what‟s more important. Getting 
on with life, or getting revenge for what is lost. Life. Or 
death.” She didn‟t need to go on. 

 “That‟s the funny thing,” Matt said quietly. “I‟ve been 
thinking about it. A lot. Since Blade did what he did.” Matt 
sat on the floor and pulled his leather bandana off, sighing as 
he rubbed at his face. “It showed me that you and Stick really 
did love me. In your way. I was just too naive to see it.” 

 Elektra squatted beside him, saying nothing. 

 “You could have severed every tie I threw to the real 
world,” Matt said softly. “But you loved me. Neither of you 
was above a little manipulation. But you let me live my life, 
even when it was at cross purposes to your goals.” He 
paused. “You wanted me to choose you. Blade just wanted 
my help. Whatever it was worth,” he added bitterly. 

 “Braddock made me feel what you felt when you killed 
Smoke,” Elektra said quietly. “It brought back… memories. 
Of another time. Revived feelings I left behind me a long 
time ago. She didn‟t try to change my mind. But she showed 
me yours.” Elektra shrugged. “You never know what effect 
your presence has,” she said. “Maybe you did turn the tide.” 
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 Even blind, Matt was watchful. “I can‟t go back to my 
real life,” Matt said. “I can‟t escape into a world of killers, 
like you did. There‟s nowhere for me to go, if I give up 
revenge.” 

 “Maybe we can both go to Xavier‟s,” Elektra said softly. 
“Maybe he can find a world we can both live in. Together.” 

 Matt swallowed hard, turning his head aside, and Elektra 
could almost feel the weight that lifted from his chest. “I 
can‟t believe I‟m getting all weepy,” he said through his teeth. 

 A small smile touched Elektra‟s face. “Do you think this 
is the ending Stick would have wanted?” she asked, looking 
down at the floor. 

 “Stick knew the secret to happiness,” Matt replied, 
getting his emotions under control. “To want what you have. 
To expect the outcome that occurs. To do nothing, yet finish 
all your tasks.” 

 “How about you?” Elektra asked him directly. 

 “I like happy endings,” Matt said. He tugged his glove 
off his hand and reached out, his fingers brushing her 
jawline. His heart jumped, as though he had just reached all 
the way to the moon. 

 Braddock looked Cain in the eye. You can come with me, 
she whispered into Cain‟s mind. The martial artist started, 
blinking, looking right at Braddock as adrenaline tingled in 
her nose. 

 me? 

 It would be my honor, Braddock replied. You have a kind 
heart. I need someone to help me look after my child. When I’m away. 
I’d like to help you find a place in New York. She paused. I’d like 
you to show me how you move the way you do. 

 “Hey, darlin,” Logan growled to Braddock as she gazed 
at Cain. “Care to let me in on what‟s goin on here?” 
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 “Cain,” Braddock said as she nodded at the slight 
teenager. “I want her to come with us. We have a lot we can 
learn from each other.” 

 Cain glanced at Elektra, who perked up and looked over. 
She smiled to herself, and nodded. Cain looked to Braddock, 
with the slightest nod. 

 “Now that takes me back to the good old days,” Logan 
grinned, “when we all used Stark‟s place for a safehouse. 
He‟ll be delighted.” 

 “Luthor or Worthington might make something of it,” 
Braddock admitted. 

 Logan chuckled. “Hell, trouble like this keeps Stark 
from getting old!” he said. 

 “Okay, people,” Remy said. “It‟s time we be on our 
way.” He looked to Arrow, Ice, Elektra, and Shadow. “We 
ready to go?” 

 “Not much to pack,” Shadow grimaced as he rose. 

 Minutes later, they were all gone, vanished without a 
trace. 

* 

 Worthington stirred, one eye drifting open. A blurry 
shadow stood over him. Frowning, he dealt with the creases 
of pain that crossed his head as he squinted. 

 “Whu?” he mumbled, recognizing Luthor. 

 “You were burned. Dumped in the harbor,” Luthor 
explained. “We recovered half your wings. You are badly 
burned.” He paused. “The Illuminati were not killed,” he 
clarified. 

 Worthington winced. But understood that he was still 
alive. And wondered why. He licked his cracked lips. 

 “Natchios and Cain both deserted,” Luthor said evenly, 
inspecting his fingernails. “The Lin Quei were defeated, 
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perhaps killed. The police have recovered the homeless and 
the bodies of my employees, who they will fail to trace back 
to me. I‟ve lost a lot of assets in this botched job.” 

 Worthington focused. He was in a room outfitted like a 
hospital. He realized Luthor was not alone. A broad 
shouldered man, ugly, behind him. 

 “What do you think of that, Garrett?” Luthor asked. 
“Should I let our ninja go, or should I tie off those loose 
ends?” 

 “If you leave them out there,” Garrett said slowly, 
“they‟ll come back at some point. They probably don‟t 
believe that it‟s safe to let you live, sir.” 

 Luthor smiled to himself. “I pride myself on managing 
risk,” he said quietly. “I‟ll leave them alone until they give me 
a reason not to.” He turned to Garrett. “They could be 
valuable assets someday.” 

 “Yes, sir,” Garrett agreed respectfully. 

 Luthor turned back to Worthington. “You won‟t be in 
prison too long,” he assured him. “I‟ll see to it that you get 
first class treatment. If you‟re loyal, that‟s a good thing. If 
you so much as think about mentioning so much as my 
name, then, well, I‟ll destroy your wings for good. And your 
jail time… nightmarish.” He smiled, and patted 
Worthington‟s hand. “When we heal you up enough to stand 
trial, the authorities will catch you. For now, my dear fugitive, 
rest up. You‟ll need your strength.” 

 “Prison?” Worthington choked. 

 “Well, someone got all those people together and tried to 
blow them up. Hired all that muscle. Equipped them.” He 
paused. “Your bank accounts already have the transactions 
logged and altered, but not so well that the authorities won‟t 
be able to follow the money.” He shrugged. “I wouldn‟t want 
the police to be stumped. When the public sees the police as 
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effective, life is better for everyone.” He offered 
Worthington one more smile. 

 “Damn you,” Worthington gurgled. 

 “Thanks for the club,” Luthor murmured. “We closed 
the deal last week. I hope you don‟t mind if I redecorate your 
office. And that chess room. I‟ll send you pictures.” He 
shrugged his jacket on. “Goodbye, Worthington.” He turned, 
and left the room. The door closed as Garrett followed him 
out. 

 They headed down the hallway of the private office 
building that housed the recovery room. “How are the plans 
to get Kano operational?” Luthor asked. 

 “He‟s made contact with our plant,” Garrett replied. 
“He‟s blackmailing our man so he can get the world-famous 
cyber surgeon to implant a new eye.” Garrett shrugged. “The 
surgeon reports that everything is going according to your 
plan.” 

 “And we‟ll be a step closer to controlling the docks,” 
Luthor mused. “You sure the spy equipment and 
neutralization factors in the eye will be effective?” 

 “They‟ve been tested,” Garrett nodded. “Kano will be 
under your control, whether he knows it or not.” 

 “Good,” Luthor nodded. “That‟s the way I like it.” He 
pushed the „down‟ button on the elevator at the end of the 
hall. “I‟m going to take a break from the ninja angle,” he 
mused. “Let‟s see what we can do with cybernetics. I hear 
there is some research into a stone that can catalyze power, 
channel it efficiently. I‟ve authorized some tests. Maybe we 
can make you a better body.” 

 “Glad to do what I can,” Garrett replied. 

 “So am I,” Luthor replied as the doors opened before 
him. “So am I.” 
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Slayers 
 

Tuesday, January 10 
 The chain clattered through the iron ring set in the wall, 
hauling the piteous captive upright. He choked on his cry of 
pain as his arms were yanked up by their shackled wrists, and 
his bare back slapped against the stone. 

 Two hooded figures flanked him, each gripping the 
chains that held him up. A man in a long dark robe 
considered the helpless, panting prisoner. The observer was 
hairless, his face a mass of creased and wrinkled flesh. Baleful 
yellow eyes followed the slow ooze of blood from the 
prisoner‟s tightly shackled wrist. His fleshless lips pulled away 
in a cruel smile, revealing teeth too sharp and lethal to be in a 
mortal mouth. 

 “Time for us to have another chat,” the hairless man 
purred as his clawed fingers interlaced before him. “I trust 
you are comfortable.” 

 The prisoner could only pant, a whine of pain in his 
breath. Lank hair hung over his face, and he sagged with the 
unmistakable stink of the defeated. 

 His interrogator paused, a flicker shifting in his eyes. 
“We have company,” he murmured, and he turned. The 
uneven cave was well lit with dozens of tapers, perched on 
deep piles of spent wax. Here and there, candlelight‟s 
reflection shone on a still pool. 

 “I‟ve been waiting for you,” the interrogator murmured. 
He watched a black-clad figure noiselessly stride into the 
cave from one of several entrances. 

 The newcomer was lean to the point of gauntness, 
wrapped in tough leather armor under a leather greatcoat. 
His face was a smooth black mask with tinted goggles, his 
head was encased in black armor. A peculiar arrhythmic 
ticking clicked from him, so quietly that only the 
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interrogator‟s super-human senses could detect it. He 
stopped, arms crossed, still four meters from the hairless 
man. 

 “Karl Kroenen,” the interrogator murmured, eyes as 
bright as his teeth. “I was expecting you before now. What 
news from Rasputin?” 

 rasputin is well, Kroenen replied in the barest trace of a 
whisper. 

 “That‟s not what I asked,” the hairless man scowled. 
“What is he doing to free me?” 

 he is considering, Kroenen rasped softly. there are many 
balances at stake. he will not risk disrupting them until he knows more. 
rasputin knows that if he surfaces the master, he will surface the 
master’s enemies as well. if you cannot contain your enemies, then 
rasputin is disadvantaged by involving you. 

 “The slayer is dealt with,” the Master retorted. “I 
arranged for her death almost thirty years ago.” 

 exactly, Kroenen nodded. you and the slayer are out of 
commission. rasputin does not want to risk the emergence of a new slayer 
at this stage in the game, not so close to the final reckoning. 

 “Cowardice and stupidity!” the Master snarled, his voice 
rebounding from the faceless stone. “I have much to offer, 
and he is reluctant to accept the gift of my talents because 
he‟s afraid of a girl who cramps up around vampires?” 

 what do you have to offer? Kroenen murmured, his faint 
voice breathless. 

 “What—do I—you‟re serious?” the Master said, 
disbelief struggling with fury in his tone. “I? Master of the 
Dark, Father of Legion, a vampire who counts centuries as 
years, what do I offer?” 

 Unmoved, Kroenen waited. 

 “Absurd!” the Master barked, and he spun into a stride, 
his robes flowing behind him as he headed for the back of 
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his cavern. “Your master Rasputin will have the opportunity 
to explain his impertinence to me when I am free,” he 
growled. “I very much look forward to seeing him in 
person.” The Master swept past his hewn throne, into the 
shadows, where a concealed passage curved down. 

 After a tight spiral, the Master crossed a pitch-black 
room full of flowing mist. He stopped in front of three 
alcoves carved in stone. In each alcove, a hairless, gray-
fleshed vampire lolled senseless. 

 “These are an experimental vampiric strain,” the Master 
said, pride warming his hard voice. “I have had… time. Time 
to experiment. I call these the reaver strain. They are lethal, 
difficult to kill. Bone plates in the ribcage, in front of and 
behind the heart. Almost immune to physical damage. 
Incredibly swift feeders. But they require lots of blood, 
constantly. They are to be released for the killing time. The 
essence of a vampiric predator warrior incarnate.” He shot a 
look at Kroenen, proud. “They are magnificent killers. I have 
three so far, but I am working on making their mutation 
contagious to other vampires.” 

 sunlight? fire? Kroenen whispered. 

 “Those are still problems,” the Master agreed, brow 
furrowing, pulling a delta of creased undead flesh together in 
a menacing bunch. 

 Kroenen shrugged slightly. anything else? 

 “I have created this war hound,” the Master said, 
abruptly turning away from Kroenen. He crossed the 
chamber, Kroenen at his heels; neither had needed light to 
see for a long, long time. The Master paused before the 
entrance to another chamber. 

 “Inside,” he said, “I have a warbeast. It was a mastiff, 
when I started. But I have… I have improved it. Grafted on 
muscle mass, armored the hide. The best part is that I 
removed its heart, so it will continue to fight feeling no pain 
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or fear until its pieces can no longer move, or its heart is 
destroyed. It is virtually indestructible.” 

 rasputin has monsters, Kroenen hissed faintly. anything else? 

 The Master trembled almost imperceptibly. “I can wait,” 
he growled. “Or I can find another assistant to free me from 
this prison. You tell your master I have nothing to prove to 
him.” 

 Kroenen nodded. He turned, and headed for the stairs. 

 The Master sprang, almost on top of Kroenen before 
the air had time to part before him. Fluid grace flowed 
through the black-clad warrior as he dropped and spun, a 
whicker of steel in his wake; he rose to his full height, 
gripping the handle of a blade that lay along his forearm and 
extended a punching spike, tonfa style. 

 The Master recovered, spinning to confront Kroenen. 
He looked down at his robe, at the slit across his chest. The 
skin had barely been scratched, and the Master‟s thick blood 
refused to spill needlessly. In the darkness, the rune in the 
Master‟s chest flared slightly as it re-formed on the vampire‟s 
skin. 

 rasputin sends me to talk to you because he fears he would lack my 
restraint, Kroenin wheezed tonelessly, faint. you may be of use to 
him someday. 

 “He would find out, if he could stir himself to come 
down here and erase this rune so I could once again move 
about on Prime,” the Master snapped. “Or he could send a 
lackey, that‟s more his speed.” 

 there is only one wizard who can undo the sorcerer supreme’s 
binding, Kroenen hissed softly. 

 “In this generation,” the Master clarified as his eyes 
glittered. “I have time.” 

 enough games, Kroenen whispered. have you learned anything 
about giles? 
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 “That,” the Master said. “I was just getting somewhere 
when you arrived.” He turned away from Kroenen, 
unreadable, and he swept up the stone stairs. Kroenen flexed 
his arm, and the bladed tonfa slid away from him, vanishing. 

 They stepped up into the cavern once again, and the 
Master strolled over to the panting captive. “This meatsicle is 
a Watcher,” he said. “The late Mr. Smythe‟s information was 
correct. Knowing who we were searching for, it was not 
difficult to track this wretch down.” He regarded the captive, 
who pointed a glazed look at the floor. “The Watchers. They 
have been training slayers for centuries. Obnoxious, really.” 

 has he given you the location of rupert giles? Kroenen pressed. 

 “No, he‟s not cooperating. We‟ve been persuading him, 
though,” the Master said, detached. “He‟ll come around. 
They always do.” 

 give him some of your blood, that should destroy his resistance, 
Kroenen whispered. 

 “It‟s not that simple,” the Master said through his teeth. 
His clawed hands swiped at the Watcher‟s shackle, whipping 
the steel apart in an effortless strike. The chain fell away, and 
the Watcher dropped to hang by one arm. 

 “Here,” the Master said, gripping the captive‟s freed 
wrist and turning it over. A peculiar black tattoo, a circle 
around a symbol, oozed blood from the manacle‟s cutting 
grip. “The Sorcerer Supreme founded their ridiculous order, 
and this brand gives them a measure of protection. They 
cannot be rendered undead, and their minds are somewhat 
armored.” He stared into, through Kroenen‟s dark lenses. 
“Those of us who are branded take strength from our pain, 
and power from our duty.” He shrugged, looking away. “No 
matter. This fool will talk soon, and we will compromise his 
Watcher cell.” He paused. “Why does Rasputin care about 
this Rupert Giles person?” 

 Kroenen thought that over for a moment. giles is a 
watcher who is rumored to have a fine collection of records on the scrolls 
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of skelos, according to what smythe found out, Kroenen wheezed. 
He paused again as his lungs filled with air. find him, in 
condition to reveal his secrets, and get his library. if you succeed, rasputin 
will reward you with release. 

 The Master studied Kroenen for a long moment, then 
nodded. He turned to the suffering Watcher, who hung by 
one manacle. “You hear that?” he purred. “You are between 
me and the way out of this cave.” 

 “I d-don‟t kn-now,” the Watcher stammered through his 
agony. 

 The Master swiped at him playfully, his claws slitting 
across the Watcher‟s forearm. Partially severed muscles 
stretched under the captive‟s weight, and the Watcher 
screamed. The Master effortlessly gripped him and lifted 
him, relieving the weight on the slit muscle. 

 “Then get me closer,” he growled. “Who does know?” 

 “D-Dawson!” gasped the Watcher. “Dawson knows! Joe 
Dawson!” 

 “Now we‟re getting somewhere,” the Master said as a 
grin stretched his face. 

 

Thursday, January 11 

 The wax swiftly shuttled back and forth, back and forth, 
leaving a dull shine of colored residue in its wake. The 
teenager who gripped the crayon lay on her stomach on the 
padded floor, precisely and evenly filling the shape lined out 
on the cheap paper of the coloring book. Barefoot, propped 
up on her elbows, the slender girl was intent on her work. 
Her Asian features were expressionless, her shining black 
hair straight down like curtains, or blinders, flanking her face. 
Her precision coloring in the lines was almost eerie, her 
motions smooth and precise. 
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 Beside her, a baby tunelessly burbled and crooned, 
gripping a crayon in each fat little hand. A scribbled mess of 
a page was between his pudgy legs as he sat with his back 
leaning on his babysitter. He waved the crayons as he cooed 
at the walls, his chin slick with drool. 

 The padded square in the middle of the room was pale. 
Weapons hung on the walls; shortswords, katanas, spears, 
nunchaku, sais, and staves. 

 The babysitter‟s crayon stopped mid sweep, and she 
looked up. Then, she put the crayon in the box, snapping it 
shut, and she folded the book closed. Rising, she scooped up 
the child. She headed out of the dojo, turning and bowing 
into the room before leaving it. 

 She padded through the elegantly appointed apartment, 
her feet noiseless on the polished hardwood floor. She 
reached the atrium as shadows shifted on the other side of 
the frosted glass, and a key turned in the lock. The door 
swung open, letting in a gust of freezing winter air along with 
laughter and a happy couple. 

 “Deal,” the short, gruff man in a suit said with a playful 
growl. “I‟ll shut up about the men grippin thighs a women 
on stage, and you can come with me to a ball game.” 

 “Eminently sensible compromise,” the graceful Asian 
woman said with a smile too refined to be a grin. “Logan 
enjoyed the ballet,” she confided to the babysitter, her eyes 
unsettlingly green against her olive skin.  Her English accent 
was precise. Her sleek black hair was pulled back in a simple 
bun, and she shrugged her coat off to reveal breathtaking 
evening wear. 

 “All that runnin an jumpin around; I‟m tired just 
watching,” he said, shaking his head. “Cain, thanks fer lookin 
after Brian.” 

 Cain shrugged with a small smile, and she plucked her 
denim jacket off the coat rack by the door as the short man 
and his lovely companion hung their coats up. 
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 “There we go,” purred the tall Asian woman as she took 
Brian from Cain. “Heading out?” she asked Cain. 

 Cain nodded, kicking into canvas shoes. She swiftly 
knelt and tied them. 

 “It‟s after eleven,” Logan noted, glancing at the wall 
clock. “Be careful, huh?” 

 Cain cocked an eyebrow, then nodded, just short of 
condescending. Logan rolled his eyes. 

 “Yeah, I know, yer a badass babysitter, but I care about 
ya, and New York can be a weird place.” He shrugged, 
looking away. “Just, you know, be careful is all.” 

 She leaned over and pecked a quick kiss on his cheek as 
she passed him, and then she was out the door, and it closed 
behind her with a definite click. 

 “Does she have any idea how cold it is out there?” 
Logan mused, looking at the closed door. 

 “She‟s restless.” The tall woman carried her child into 
the kitchen, plopping him on the counter. 

 “We‟ve been over this, Betsy,” Logan said. “She‟s a 
damn fine babysitter, and we‟re keepin her outa trouble.” 

 “That‟s true,” Elizabeth nodded. “As far as it goes. But 
sooner or later, Cain will have to find her own way.” 

 “Well, yeah,” Logan muttered, “and when that time 
comes, we‟ll be graceful about it. But, ya know,” he muttered, 
hefting Brian, “I like havin her around.” He growled at the 
child, his eyes merry, and Brian let out a squeal of glee. 

 “Da!” he said, and his pudgy foot kicked at Logan‟s jaw. 

 Logan looked over at Elizabeth as Brian grabbed a 
handful of his hair, cooing. “That‟s the way it‟s always been 
in my family,” he said quietly. “Those who need the 
company stick around, but when they are done, they are free 
to go.” 
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 “I feel it coming,” Elizabeth said, turning to stare 
through the kitchen window into the frozen New York night. 

 “Did you feel this coming?” Logan asked seriously, 
frowning at Brian. Elizabeth turned, and Logan handed Brian 
over to her. “Enhanced senses never lie,” he said, solemn. 
“Certain death lies within this diaper.” 

 Elizabeth rolled her eyes. “That‟s what you said about 
the last one,” she sighed. 

 “Well, somethin died in there,” Logan retorted. 

 “I refuse,” Elizabeth said as she reached for the diaper 
bag, “to have this conversation.” 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 Cain walked down the sidewalk, measuring out her pace, 
and she breathed the polluted air in as the night city prowled 
around her. Her route chose itself; restive, she followed her 
steps through the lights and colors and smells of the sleepless 
city. 

 She found herself following a side street, her mind 
drifting through feelings she could not explain, struggling to 
form questions to match the discontent that rustled within 
her. Then she paused, frowning. She touched her abdomen 
gently. An ache bloomed through her torso, then tightened 
with an insistent tug. 

 She heard a ragged grunt, the thud of meat on stone, a 
quick scrabble of shoe leather. Hesitant, she looked up, then 
stealthed to the mouth of a dark alley. 

 A man in a trench coat ducked free of two men who 
cornered him; with a swift hopping hobble, he dashed for the 
mouth of the alley, but they were too quick for him. 
Contemptuous, they were on him in a flash, and one of his 
attackers slung him against the wall. He slapped against it, 
letting out a yelp of pain, then he snatched his cane handle 
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and the shaft of the cane, and with a twist and a tug he 
ripped the blade free of the sword cane. 

 Defiant and hunched with pain, he squared off with his 
attackers, his blood dying a streak in his beard by the corner 
of his mouth. His graying hair was disheveled, his clothes 
torn. His attackers seemed younger, and fit, lean instead of 
scrawny. They exchanged an amused glance that tightened 
something in Cain‟s gut enough to make her wince. 

 “You‟re comin with us, pops,” one of the thugs growled. 
“The easy way, or the hard way. We don‟t mind carryin ya.” 

 Their victim lunged, swiping at them with the thin blade. 
One leaned back and slapped the sword cane, sending it 
spinning out of their victim‟s hand. As the blade clattered 
down and slid towards the mouth of the alley, Cain knew she 
had a decision to make. She could take a step away and be 
invisible. 

 Or she could involve herself. 

 At some level the decision seemed to be made for her. 
She simply stood unmoving as the blade slid to a halt, and 
the two muggers spotted her. As they did, there was 
something indefinably alien about their postures, and their 
eyes seemed to glitter with their own internal silver light. 
Cain frowned. 

 “Well lookie there, dessert,” one grinned, but the other 
mugger was wary. 

 “She smells damn good,” he growled. “Too good.” 

 “Handle pops. I‟ll bring her along,” the other said, and 
he sprang towards Cain. 

 Simple. A hunter, yes, but not a warrior. 

 She was almost absent-minded as she darted to the side, 
snatching his wrist. She reflexively whipped his arm around, 
bending in directions the skeleton could not support. She 
fired a kick into his armpit, reflexively focusing her chi. The 
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blow snapped ribs, tore tendons, and broke his arm in three 
places. Her attacker shrieked in a blaze of pain, and she 
released him to writhe on the damp concrete. 

 “Any last words?” the other mugger snarled. 

 Cain simply smiled. 

 She wouldn‟t wait for him to come to her. She walked 
towards him, deliberate, and he reached into his pocket and 
tugged a knife out, snapping it open. Cain heard the other 
mugger rise to his feet behind her. She heard his bones creak 
and click, she could feel chi energy, or something weirdly 
alien to it, swirling behind her. 

 Without a doubt, without an explanation, she 
instinctively understood that this pair was not human. She 
did not question the knowledge. A rage not her own sparked 
in her, fanned her blood. That‟s all she needed to know. 

 “Look out!” the gray-haired man cried out breathily as 
the one behind her rushed at her. As though she could have 
missed it. 

 She gave her attacker another full second to get closer 
before she spun, easily evading his clawed grip, and she fired 
a knife-hand strike into his jaw. It snapped, angled at his 
throat, and she slammed a palm strike into his ribs that sent 
him towards the other mugger. The other mugger nimbly 
hopped out of the way, and she settled into stance, her eyes 
glittering, a small smile on her face. 

 “What the hell are you?” he growled as the one with the 
broken jaw scrambled to his feet. 

 Cain sensed that they were not breathing, that they were 
not sheathed over a moving blood stream, that their pressure 
points were different. They were dead. And she could feel 
every movement, careless to defend the extremities, wary of 
the chest. She understood the answer without needing the 
question, and she was moving. 
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 The mugger slashed at her with the knife; good strength, 
but a bit too fast. He did not know his own speed. She was 
through his defenses, right after the knife, and she flexed her 
hand into a knuckle strike position as she fired it forward. 
Bones in the mugger‟s chest snapped, but her placement was 
good, and she felt her fingers clear the chill dead flesh. She 
retracted, formed a clawed hand, and plunged it into his 
broken chest. 

 The heart was not cold. 

 She frowned as she flexed her hand for the grip she 
needed on the slick muscle; the mugger was slack-jawed, 
staring, trembling, and she tore his heart out. A scream was 
torn loose with it, and the mugger keeled over and thrashed 
as crisping flame sizzled across his skin, and he discorporated 
to ash. 

 The other mugger was frozen in his tracks, staring at 
her. She looked him in the eye, fearless, and something deep 
inside him balked as heart-meat fizzed to a handful of ash in 
her grip. 

 Turning, he sprinted away. 

 “Don‟t—don‟t let him get—away,” the victim of the 
mugging grunted, struggling with pain. 

 Cain considered, but as she listened she heard the 
distant echo of the mugger‟s steps. She was fast. He was 
faster. She dismissed him, and turned her attention back to 
the gray-haired man as he dropped to one knee, and fell. He 
was gripping his ribs. She melted into the shadows of the 
alley, invisible and conflicted, and she watched him. He 
struggled to stay conscious; probably a concussion. He had 
taken a real beating. 

 “Don‟t go,” he managed. “Please. You… no holy water, 
no stake… Bare handed… Please stay…” He shifted, 
struggled to rise, failed. He lay panting for a moment. “I 
know about the mole on your chest,” he managed. “ Left 
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side, just above the heart. About the cramps… when… you 
saw them…” 

 Then he passed out. 

 Cain stared at him for a long moment. 

 Then she decided what she would do. 

* 

 Dawson felt sensation return, and most of it was pain. 
He listened first, to the muted noise of a crowd talking, and 
the drawl and twang of a juke box. The smell of cigarettes 
and alcohol. He pushed at the weight of his eyelids, and he 
looked around as best he could. 

 He sat on the greasy plastic of a booth at the back of a 
seedy bar. Breath was short, with a bandage around his chest, 
and the pressure of a head bandage was reassuring. He 
blinked at the film in his eyes, and managed to adjust his 
position with a wince. 

 A shadow sat across from him, the face a pale shape in 
the dimness, unrecognizable. He realized the lightbulb over 
the booth had been unscrewed a half turn, and ambient light 
didn‟t reveal much in the darkened booth. His heart sped up 
as he realized he had not lost his chance after all. 

 “You patch me up?” he croaked, startled by the rasp of 
his voice. She nodded. He flexed slightly. “Good work,” he 
said with a pained smile. “I‟m Joe Dawson. Pleased to meet 
you.” 

 She said nothing. 

 “Look, I‟ll level with you,” he said seriously. “I know 
you can walk away at any time, and I‟m not going to play 
games with you. You saved my life tonight.” He swallowed 
hard, and she slid him a cup of water. He gratefully took a 
drink. 

 “This is going to sound weird,” he said, “but since you 
just watched a guy turn to ashes in an alley, I‟ll chance it. 
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Please hear me out.” He took as deep a breath as he could, 
with his taped ribs, and he winced at the nasty twinge of 
pain. 

 “Middle Ages, Hereford England, the Sorcerer Supreme 
was Trenton. The Black Plague had decimated populations. 
Vampires were rising in power, and considering taking over 
the world to enslave humans. The Sorcerer Supreme, sort of 
a champion of humanity, knew he couldn‟t take them all out. 
So he made a wager. He would train a young girl, give her 
magic assistance, training, the best he could offer. And the 
weakest among the humans would be pitted against the 
strongest of the vampires. The leader of the vampires of the 
time, Malfalax, accepted the bet. He chose his best killer, the 
Angelus, to be the target.” 

 Dawson paused to take another drink, and he gritted his 
teeth as he held on to the story to distract him from the pain. 
“It was a dangerous gamble. If the Sorcerer Supreme won, 
then Malfalax and all his line would be destroyed. If Malfalax 
won, he would accept nothing less than the power of the 
Sorcerer Supreme. The Sorcerer Supreme was playing for 
time; he chose a girl-child, and raised her to slay vampires. 
He folded enchantments into her, got her the very best 
combat training, and raised her up with the single goal of 
meeting and destroying the Angelus.” 

 He shook his head. “But it all went wrong. After sixteen 
years, they were both released into Hereford to hunt each 
other. Of course, both sides cheated. Malfalax released a 
number of vampires to harry her, and to bring her to heel so 
Angelus would be in no danger when he slew her. The 
Sorcerer Supreme, on the other hand, got close to the 
Angelus in disguise, and began introducing doubts into his 
mind. Reminding him of when he was human. Subtly 
manipulating him to feel the repetitiveness of the nights, the 
senselessness of all the killing. The Sorcerer Supreme played 
dirty, striking at the Angelus‟s will to live.” 
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 Dawson eyed Cain, pleased to find her paying rapt 
attention. “So they were released to do battle. The slayer did 
better than anyone thought she would, she wiped out all the 
lesser vampires and was only lightly wounded when she 
finally faced off with the Angelus. She was full of life, sweet 
sixteen, desperately loyal and motivated. And the Angelus… 
well, he couldn‟t remember what he was fighting for. So they 
fought, and she won, and she looked into his eyes, and…” 
Dawson grinned. “She felt pity. She felt sorry for this 
murderous vampire. Neither one of these seasoned killers 
was willing to kill the other.” 

 He took another sip of his drink. “You can imagine the 
consternation this caused. They knew they wouldn‟t be safe 
until they dealt with Malfalax. So the Angelus and the slayer 
went on a killing spree through the vampire population, 
together, and the Sorcerer Supreme did not interfere. 
Furious, Malfalax assaulted the Sorcerer Supreme, to take his 
power by force. Trenton was wily, though. He branded a 
rune on Malfalax that would let him feel the energies of the 
world he wanted to rule, but he couldn‟t control them—ever. 
There is too much. So he had to find a place where the 
energies couldn‟t reach him, and he managed to find a 
hideout somewhere. He whipped his troops into a frenzy.” 

 Dawson shifted. “So every twenty years or so a girl is 
born with the potential to be a slayer, if the current one dies. 
And there can only be one at a time. She‟s not active until the 
Sorcerer Supreme or one of his deputies recognizes her. But 
when it happens, she is gifted with all the advantages 
Trenton gave the first one, plus whatever she brings to the 
table. The game didn‟t end like it was supposed to, but it 
worked; Malfalax missed his chance to take over the world, 
and the slayers still hunt him.” 

 He watched her closely. “I am a member of a secret 
society that keeps an eye out for the Sorcerer Supreme‟s 
interests. I don‟t know who he is, so don‟t ask. But we keep 
track of lots of different psychos and weirdoes, and we have 
for centuries. We were founded to keep an eye out for the 



 

   197 

Slayer, and we branched out over time. And here you are. 
And I recognized you. So…” he shrugged. “That‟s bad for 
the vampires.” 

 Cain regarded him, skeptical. 

 “We must be close to the end game,” Dawson said, his 
voice low. “I‟ve never seen a slayer like you, or even heard of 
one. You took that vampire out with your bare hands. With a 
little training and the proper tools? You could be the one to 
find and destroy Malfalax, and end this.” He leaned back. 
“You could be the last slayer.” 

 Cain struggled with the words. “So… Slayer, 
Angelus…” 

 “What happened to them?” Dawson clarified. “I don‟t 
know. Not exactly. There are rumors that the Angelus fought 
with Malfalax and took some of his power, split the network 
and ended up with his own tribe of vampires. Or that he 
earned his freedom. What happened to the first slayer… well, 
it was eighty years before the next one was found, so either 
we missed a few or she lived to a ripe old age.” He shrugged. 
“We don‟t know everything. Maybe the Sorcerer Supreme 
would. Whoever he is, he tends to be a canny bastard, so we 
may never know.” 

 Cain watched him for a long, long moment, then she 
shook her head slightly and rose. She turned her back, and 
took a step away. 

 “I was lucky to find you,” Dawson said, an edge to his 
voice. She stopped. “But you were lucky too. You let one go. 
They might figure it out, realize there‟s a slayer. Come 
looking for you. Without knowing who they are, what they‟re 
like, what they‟re after, how to fight them… you‟re at a 
disadvantage.” He paused. “The job of the Watchers is to 
keep the Slayer alive. And there are more vampires. Lots 
more.” 

 Cain turned and looked into his eyes, undecided. 
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 Dawson looked down at the table. “I don‟t know why 
they were after me, how they found me,” he said simply. 
“But it‟s not good. The only way to find out what they‟re up 
to is to take the fight to them. Even armed to the teeth, even 
if it didn‟t violate the rules of the order, the Watchers could 
not tackle the meet that‟s happening tomorrow night. We got 
wind of a vampire gathering, through the usual channels. A 
warehouse, on the docks. Think about it. If you want to 
accept your calling, before it‟s too late for New York, you 
can contact me.” He reached into his coat, his face twisted 
with pain, and he pulled out a pen and a blank card. He 
scrawled an address on the card. 

 “This is my safehouse,” he said, muted. He pocketed the 
pen, left the card on the table, and rose to his feet. “Think it 
over. My life is in your hands.” He nodded to her, then 
limped past her, and out of the bar, into the biting wind. 

 Cain gazed at the card, unmoving. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

Friday, January 13 

 Cain sat in the middle of the dojo mat, the card in her 
hands. She was motionless, as she tried to shape her 
emotions and thoughts, but they kept spilling out over each 
other.  

 She smelled bacon and eggs frying, and toast. Early 
morning sunlight slanted through the dojo shades. She 
waited, waiting for things to make sense. 

 Logan prowled by the door, bristling, holding his son in 
one arm. He stopped, and leaned back. “Vampires,” he said, 
sniffing the dojo. He stalked in. “I smell em.” He stared at 
her, something like fear in his eyes. “Did you tangle with 
vampires?” he asked, his voice low in his throat. 

 Cain blinked, surprised, and nodded. 
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 “Bets!” Logan yelled. “C‟mere!” 

 A moment later, Elizabeth ran into the dojo, glancing 
around. “What?” 

 “Cain here was tanglin with vampires,” Logan muttered, 
and Cain could not sense whether he was angry with her or 
not. “I‟m gonna go have a look around.” He hefted Brian, 
and handed the child to Elizabeth. 

 “It‟s daytime, Logan,” Elizabeth said gently. 

 “Humor me,” he muttered, and he strode out. 

 Elizabeth looked Cain in the eye. “I know you are not 
comfortable speaking,” she said quietly. “I want to use my 
gifts… go into your mind. So you can show me what 
happened.” 

 Cain nodded, closing her eyes. Elizabeth sat down on 
the dojo mat, across from Cain. She took a deep breath, then 
looked down into Cain‟s memory. 

 night—muggers—ashes—Dawson—slayer 

 Elizabeth surfaced, serene, and she cocked her head as 
she looked at Cain. “I fought a vampire once, perhaps the 
root of all vampires,” she murmured. “Logan has had his 
share of trouble with them. Please forgive his abruptness; 
they are very dangerous.” 

 Cain looked into her eyes, unable to ask the question. 

 “You must do what is yours do to,” Elizabeth said, 
serious. She smiled. “If you ever need us, don‟t hesitate to 
call. We will miss you.” 

 They both rose from the mat, and Elizabeth shifted 
Brian to the side so she could embrace Cain. “Good luck,” 
she whispered. Then Cain ducked away, somehow 
embarrassed, and she scooped up the bag she had left by the 
dojo door. She bowed in towards the room, then left. A few 
seconds later, the front door opened and closed. 
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 Elizabeth stood by the window, considering the world 
outside. 

* 

 Dawson hobbled out of the bathroom, followed by a 
wisping cloud of steam. Clutching his bathrobe, he crossed 
the creaking floor towards his bedroom. Then he paused, 
and turned. 

 Standing in the hallway, Cain was watching him. She 
wore a black turtleneck, jeans, boots, a denim jacket tossed 
over one arm. She had a bag slung over her shoulder. Her 
hair was back in a bun. There was something vulnerable in 
her eyes.  

 He nodded. “Let‟s get you armed,” he said, a smile 
showing off his crooked teeth. He limped into his bedroom, 
closing the door. Cain looked around, exploring the 
apartment; a bathroom, bedroom, kitchen and living area, 
and a big empty room. She got back to the hall outside the 
bedroom as Dawson stepped out, fully dressed. 

 “I have to make a call,” he said, and he limped over to 
the phone, leaning on a new cane. He picked it up, dialed a 
number from memory. 

 “Yes, Whistler,” he said. “I need you to come 
immediately. This is Dawson.” He hung up, and looked at 
Cain, who cocked an eyebrow at him. 

 “Whistler is a member of our order,” Dawson explained. 
“He‟s the one that‟s looking for the new slayer. He‟s got all 
the weapons, armor, training, current intelligence. The 
archive is passed from Watcher to Watcher, so we‟ll always 
be ready when we find you.” Dawson frowned. “But he‟s in 
L.A., and he can‟t get here before tomorrow. The meet is 
tonight. So… I‟ll do my best,” he said with a game smile. 

 He led her to the open gallery, limping up to a wall. He 
pushed at a hidden panel, and the wall creaked open. “Here 
we have a few things,” he said. “Just in case.” He reached in 
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and picked up a katana. “You know how to use one of 
these?” He asked. 

 She nodded. 

 “Okay,” he said, handing it over. “Got some stakes. 
You‟ll pick it up fast, I‟m sure.” He handed her a belt with 
five stakes. “And here‟s the holy water, garlic products, UV 
weaponry… well, it has mixed effect, so let‟s stick to the 
basics for now. Not all vampires are vulnerable to UV, or 
garlic, or holy water. Different tactics work on different 
breeds.” 

 He slung the bag down to the ground, then reached into 
the shallow hidden compartment and pulled a wheeled 
practice dummy out. “It has the heart marked,” he said, “so 
you can practice your aim; close doesn‟t cut it. Gotta get 
them right through the heart.” 

 Puzzled, she frowned at him. 

 “Right, why the heart,” Dawson said. “Either that or 
decapitation, but the rest doesn‟t work. See, vampires steal 
energy from a network, kind of like a feudal system. And 
they drink blood because the blood carries the life force of a 
person most efficiently. It‟s always in motion, all through 
them, and if the heart stops you die. So it‟s really the carrier 
of the life force. All the energy that vampires pull in is 
regulated by their hearts, even though they don‟t beat. So 
taking the head off or holing the heart is good; older 
vampires can survive a hole in the heart, so you gotta leave 
the stake in or take the heart out.” 

 She offered him a small smile, then slid the katana free 
of the sheath. She looked it over, and her smile widened. 

 Dawson stepped away from the dummy. 

 She twirled the heavy blade once, then whicked off both 
legs with a swipe, snipping one arm then the other, taking the 
head off, and spinning before plunging the sword right 
through the dummy‟s heart. 
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 Dawson looked on, emotionless, then shook his head. “I 
hope you‟re as ready as you think you are,” he admitted. 
“This meet worries me. Vampires never advertise that they‟re 
gathering in numbers unless they think they are untouchable, 
or they are trapping hunters. Either way,” he shrugged, “I 
want you to wear some body armor.” 

 He pulled up a trapdoor, and below was a full set of riot 
gear and some concealing clothes. “A friend of mine lived 
here, another Watcher,” Dawson said as he looked down. 
“He was killed… just a little guy. Maybe his armor will fit 
you.” 

 Cain squatted, and pulled out the vest. She grinned as 
she tugged at the leather coat, and she pulled that up too. 

 “Let me help you with that,” Dawson said. He tugged 
the vest onto her sideways, strapping her in. She shrugged on 
the coat. “Surely you‟re going to put some more armor on, 
right?” he said faintly. 

 She grinned at him, and shook her head. Twirling she let 
the leather spin out around her, and she shrugged again. 
Offered him a thumbs-up. 

 “It‟ll have to do,” he sighed. 

* 

 “Good hunting,” Dawson said quietly, and Cain opened 
the car door and stepped out. She slammed the door, and 
vanished into the night. Dawson watched her go, then he 
checked the revolver yet again to make sure it was loaded. He 
puffed out a sigh, and steeled himself to wait. 

 Cain quickly found her way to the rooftops, and in a 
matter of minutes she looked at the warehouse that extended 
over the river. She watched for a few minutes, noting the 
influx of what she assumed were vampires. Her guts 
tightened and twinged, but long combat training inured her 
to the pain, and she ignored it. 
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 The land approaches to the warehouse were risky, and 
she saw three guards on the roof. The water might be the 
best— 

 She paused as a burst of light caught her eye. One of the 
sentries on the roof turned to ash, flaring out. 

 Other intruders. 

 Cain was in motion. She sprang from the roof, bounding 
from the top of a semi trailer and flipping to land unharmed 
on the ground. She raced along the dock, low and stealthy, 
until she approached the side of the warehouse. Could just 
go through the wall—but now she wanted to see what was 
going on above, on the roof. 

 She leaped at the wall, kicked up from it, and snatched 
the bars over a high window. Pulling herself up, she gathered 
for a spring over empty space, launched, and she slapped her 
hands on the eave of the roof. She pulled herself up, and 
smelled the coarse ash swirling along in the breeze. She 
closed in on the figure hunched over a skylight. 

 The intruder rose, whirling, and squared off with Cain. 
He was tall, his skin was dark, and he was dressed in black 
leather and armor. A straight ninja sword was strapped to his 
back, and he had pistols holstered at his ribs and on his legs. 
His lips curled back in a snarl, and she saw the points on his 
teeth. 

 She recognized him; Blade. And she knew they were on 
the same side, as they had been the last time they battled for 
the fate of New York. 

 Raising a finger to her lips, she was almost playful as she 
hushed him. He scowled at her. 

 “What are you doing here?” he demanded in a harsh 
whisper. 

 Cain stepped over to the skylight and looked down, and 
Blade looked down too. “Right,” he muttered, “a few dozen 
vampires. But I know why I’m here.” 
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 She tilted her head back, rubbing it against the grip on 
the katana slung across her shoulders. Blade shook his head. 

 “Amateurs,” he muttered. He squatted down to watch 
what happened below; a makeshift stage had been built, and 
over fifty vampires had gathered in the warehouse. One 
stepped up on the stage. 

 “The Master has summoned us, and we have come,” he 
shouted. His voice easily carried over the noise of the 
gathering, quieting it. The leader had stringy dark hair, and he 
was draped in a duster. He clutched a shotgun in one hand, 
and his bright eyes roved the assembly, commanding 
attention. “We had to kill a few Watchers, but we finally 
found out where Rupert Giles is. This is the man that the 
Master wants, alive, and his library too. But we must be 
cautious; it is possible that a girl, a slayer, is again among us.” 

 Unrest swept the assembled vampires, they exchanged 
uneasy looks. 

 “You?” Blade grinned at Cain. She shrugged modestly, 
and he looked down, a grin twisting his features. “Now I‟m 
all jealous. Maybe we can compare bodycount when this is 
done.” 

 The leader felt his control of the group slipping. “But 
we are strong, and we shall prevail,” he said. He stepped to 
the side, and several vampires came from the back room with 
a couple men in tow. The captives wore only their shorts, 
and they had bags on their heads. They weren‟t tied; it was 
unnecessary. Escape was impossible. 

 “Feast on them!” the leader shouted, and the captors 
hurled the beaten and tortured Watchers out into the crowd. 
The vampires descended on them, tearing at them; the 
Watchers died swiftly and horribly. Cain scowled, Blade 
remained expressionless. Raising a cell phone in one hand, 
Blade pushed a button. Then he tucked the phone in his 
pocket. 
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 “Will anything stop us?” the leader demanded, his voice 
resonating in the roof under the hunters‟ boots. 

 “No!” chorused the vampires. Cain looked up as she 
heard the throaty roar of a Harley motorcycle approaching 
fast. 

 “Who do we serve?” the leader roared. 

 “The Master!” bawled the assembled vampires. 

 Cain saw the motorcycle round a corner, closing in on 
the warehouse. A man in a spiked leather jacket and a 
hooded mask was astride the bike, goading it on to unsafe 
speeds as it closed in. 

 “Are you ready?” the leader shouted. 

 As the vampires shouted “Yes!” the guards at the door 
opened fire on the motorcycle. It had roared too close for 
Cain to see how it turned out, but the shuddering crash of 
the rearing bike slamming through the front doors was 
unmistakable. 

 Blade was on his feet, flinging a belt of grenades down 
through the skylight. As all the vampires wheeled around to 
confront the intruder, the grenades twirled down and blew 
apart in shocks that pounded the warehouse walls, spraying 
fire and fragments everywhere. 

 “Get the leader!” Blade snarled. “In one piece!” He 
leaped down through the shattered skylight, a gun in each 
hand; the guns bucked and chattered, and bullets punched 
into concrete and flesh down below. Superhuman strength 
and toughness served him well as he slammed down on the 
floor, two stories down, and rose shooting with unnatural 
accuracy through the chaos and smoke. Incendiary and 
explosive rounds screamed through the bedlam, and ash 
flared all around. 

 Gritting her teeth, Cain swung down to the rafters from 
the skylight, and bounded from one to the next as she saw 
the leader duck out the back. 
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 Meanwhile, the roaring of the motorcycle engine rivaled 
the gunfire as the bike streaked back through the ranks, 
skidding to a T-stop in the middle of the room. For a 
moment, everything was still, as Blade reloaded. The biker 
kicked out a stand and leaned the bike over, dismounting 
with deliberate, almost contemptuous slowness. A mirage of 
heat shimmered around his hood, his eyes smoldered. He 
tugged at the chain around his waist, and it swung free, the 
heavy weight at the end a slow pendulum, like the hand of 
Fate‟s clock. 

 Blade snapped the auto-chamber on the pistols, and 
looked around the room. “I‟m all the slayer you will ever 
need,” he said through his eerie, too-white teeth.  

 Roaring as one, the surviving vampires charged as more 
raced in through the doors. Blade‟s guns spat and jumped, 
holing vampires. Ash sprayed and swirled from the fallen. 

 The biker fired the chain out with uncanny skill; the 
weight tore into a vampire‟s chest, snapping ribs in to lodge 
in the heart. Then the vampires were close. Just where the 
biker wanted them. 

 Flexing his hands, he sent a loop of chain whipping out 
to bash in one vampire‟s teeth. As the vampire recoiled, the 
biker spun with the weight‟s tether slamming the weight into 
another vampire‟s knee and cartwheeling him; the biker was 
supernaturally strong. He spun, firing a hand wrapped in 
chain out to punch a crater in a vampire‟s chest. 

 A vampire clapped down on his back, gripping him, and 
it sank its fangs into his shoulder. Then it recoiled with a 
strangled scream; its teeth hissed and burned, and a rippling 
distortion poured out around the hole in the leather jacket. 
The vampire let go, its mouth a charred ruin. Another 
snatched at his hood, yanking it off, and the vampires 
recoiled for a moment. 
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 The biker was dead. His skull was exposed, surrounded 
with intense heat, and an unholy light burned in his empty 
bone eye sockets. 

 Burn, they all felt in their minds, Silent Speech that was 
unmistakable in its loathing and disgust and rage. The biker 
snapped into action, snatching at vampires and ramming the 
chain‟s weight home. The survivors sprinted away from the 
implacable assault. 

 

CHAPTER FOUR 

 Exasperated, Cain watched the leader open the back 
door, behind the stage. He darted out into the night, two 
vampires with him. She dropped from the rafters, landing in 
a roll, and she came up with the katana whipping clear of its 
sheath. All three vampires turned as she stood in the 
doorway. 

 “Stop her!” the leader said, real fear in his eyes. The two 
vampires lunged. She whipped the katana around as she 
ducked to the side; the vampire‟s head whacked into the wall, 
flaring with ash like a foul comet as the body thudded down 
and simmered. 

 The other vampire tugged a gun out of his jacket, and 
Cain twirled towards him with a slash that cut his head in 
half. The vampire staggered, then collapsed, ash crisping 
down from the cut. 

 She gripped her sword with both hands, squaring off 
with the leader. He whirled, sprinting away; she dipped a 
hand into her coat and came up with a stake. She flung it 
with all her might, and it caught the fleeing vampire in the 
shoulder, carrying him off his feet and pinning him to the 
wall of the neighboring warehouse with a hollow bang. 

 Instinct kicked in before her senses or conscious mind 
knew there was a threat. She sprang forward as wicked blades 
hissed through the air behind her. She spun, katana ready, 
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facing off with a silent man all in black armor and leather; he 
wore an armored mask with goggles, and he gripped bladed 
tonfa. 

 His rhythm was all wrong; he moved in to the strike, 
and Cain focused on defense. He lashed and twirled and 
thrust, but his limbs did not tie together to a single heart, a 
single physical telegraphing anchor. She fought a creature 
driven by will, rather than biology, and it was all she could do 
to deflect his attacks. He trapped her katana and expertly 
drove a strike into it that twirled it out of her hands, and she 
gritted her teeth as she fought for her life bare-handed. 

 Five seconds later, she scowled, and made her move. He 
lashed at her, and she snapped a forearm into one of his 
wrists as she ducked the other attack. Her heel shot into the 
side of his knee, she fired an elbow strike into his neck, 
connecting with dull crunches of cracking bone. He 
staggered back, and she whipped out a two-fingered strike 
that punched into his neck, into his carotid artery. A lethal 
strike. 

 Her fingers snapped through the leather into the chilly 
dust of his body, and as she swiftly recovered from the strike, 
a puff of dust followed her fingers out of the wound. Her 
eyes widened in shock, then the unliving warrior she faced 
stumbled back, whipping his tonfa towards each other in a 
complex pattern. Space and time hiccupped, and he was 
gone. 

 She spun to look for the leader she pinned to the wall. 
Her stake lay a few meters away, still dark with blood, and a 
hole in the wall told the rest of the story. He was escaping. 
She dashed towards the corner he had been running for 
when she stopped him. 

 Rounding the corner, she saw the leader sprawled on the 
ground, another shape kneeling over him with a raised fist. 
She pushed off the ground, slamming a flying kick into the 
man attacking her fugitive. The kick sent him sprawling back, 
tumbling on the concrete. The leader tried to rise, and Cain 
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snapped a kick into him that bounced him off the concrete 
as the other attacker rose to his feet. 

 She could tell at once he was a vampire, but something 
was—wrong. She settled into stance, cool and relaxed and 
lethal. This vampire was pale, his eyes sunken. His lank black 
hair hung around his face, and he hissed at her. But there was 
something confused in his eyes. 

 Cain heard Blade crash through the back door of the 
warehouse, and seconds passed as she hesitated, facing the 
vampire, the leader struggling to rise behind her. Then Blade 
was with them in the alley. He stamped on the leader, and 
confronted Cain and the other vampire. 

 “Good work, Morbius,” Blade said. “This girl giving you 
trouble?” 

 “No trouble,” the vampire said slowly, wiping at a split 
lip. “This the guy?” 

 “Yeah, he was going after Rupert Giles. A Watcher. 
Whatever that is.” 

 Cain turned to Blade, poked a finger at his chest. Then 
she beckoned, turned, and took a few steps. She looked back 
to see if he would follow. 

 “Is Timmy stuck in the well?” Blade said through his 
teeth, unsure. “Morbius, help Spear out. Pick off as many 
stragglers as you can. As for you,” he said, looking down at 
the leader. “You already told me everything I want to know.” 
Blade whipped his sword free, and brought it down in a 
slash. The leader didn‟t have time to scream; his head rolled 
away, and ash flared in the alleyway. 

 “Watch your step,” Morbius said, slitted eyes fixed on 
Cain. “She‟s dangerous.” 

 “I can handle myself,” Blade said. “You got your own 
job to do.” 
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 Morbius nodded and faded back into the shadows, and 
Cain collected her fallen sword, then started jogging down 
the street. Blade followed. 

 A few minute later, Cain reached the side street where 
Dawson was parked. She approached the car, looking both 
ways as she crossed the street. Dawson lowered the window. 

 “That sure was a lot of explosions,” he said, concerned. 
“What did we find out?” Then his eyes widened, and he 
raised the revolver. Cain glanced back at where Blade stood 
behind her, impassive, eyes hidden behind sunglasses. She 
reached forward, touching the barrel of Dawson‟s gun, and 
she pushed it down. He eyed them both, suspicious. 

 “I‟m a vampire hunter,” Blade said. “She must be a 
slayer. She wanted me to come.” 

 “What did she find out? Or, you find out?” Dawson 
said, off balance. 

 “The vampires were looking for somebody called Rupert 
Giles. A Watcher.” 

 Dawson paled. “Oh no,” he said. “Quick, get in the car. 
We have to head them off.” 

 “We got them all, or most of them,” Blade said with a 
frown. 

 “I was wondering why they were advertising a 
gathering,” Dawson said quickly as he started the car. “They 
wanted you here. And not protecting Giles. We can‟t waste 
any time.” 

 “You think this was a big decoy?” Blade said, skeptical. 
Cain slid across the hood, opened the passenger door, and 
dropped in. 

 “You think they need a whole lot of vampires to get one 
guy?” Dawson demanded, fear in his eyes. 

 “Guess not,” Blade conceded, and he opened the back 
door and ducked in as Dawson hit the gas. 
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 Even at dangerous speeds, it took several minutes to get 
clear of the docks. Cain tapped Dawson on the shoulder, 
pointing back. They were being followed, a motorcycle and a 
sleek Mustang. 

 “They‟re with me,” Blade said. “Don‟t worry about 
them.” 

 Dawson concentrated on the road, and drove like a 
maniac. 

 Twenty minutes later, they pulled in to a driveway with a 
security gate. It stood ajar, dented as though hit with a truck. 
They drove up to the dim house, and Dawson brought the 
car to a screeching halt. Dawson scrabbled at the door, let 
himself out, hauled himself to his feet. “Giles!” he shouted. 

 Cain was out and halfway up the stairs to the front door 
as Blade rose from the car. The motorcycle throbbed to a 
halt, and the Mustang parked behind it. Morbius got out. 

 “Don‟t bother,” Blade called to Cain. “Let‟s give 
Morbius the first look.” 

 Reluctant, Cain stood aside on the stairs. Morbius 
walked towards them, a peculiar silver light kindled at the 
back of his pupils. 

 “There was a raid, it was straightforward,” he 
murmured. “They didn‟t sneak in, they came in through the 
front. They knew they were in the right place.” He mounted 
the stairs, pushed the broken front door open. “He went to 
the library, they followed, there‟s a very excited scent here.” 
He followed a hallway; wood paneling and a carpet runner, 
Romanesque curved ceiling. Turning, he arched an eyebrow 
as he spotted the shattered door to the library. He stepped 
inside. 

 “There, those shelves, must have been the occult 
collection,” he mused as his eyes swept an empty section of 
shelving. Looking down, he squatted, touched the floor. Cain 
stepped up beside him, peering over his shoulder. 
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 “A little blood,” Morbius said reflectively. 

 His eyes flicked up. “Broken window.” He approached 
it, looked down at the dark yard. “They backed a truck up 
here. Loaded the books and their prisoner. Drove away.” He 
looked over at Blade. “Not more than ten minutes ago. Took 
them some time to get all the books they wanted.” 

 “Can you follow them?” Blade asked, terse. 

 “We better start now,” Morbius said. “Maybe I can. We 
might get lucky.” 

 Cain was already running, and Morbius followed Blade 
as he dashed through the house and out the front. 

 “Morbius—in with Dawson,” Blade yelled. He ran for 
the Mustang as Cain jumped in Dawson‟s car, and Spear 
kicked the Harley to life. The caravan raced down the 
driveway and out. 

 “Turn left,” Morbius said, his eyes glittering as he 
scented, intently watching the road ahead. “Right. There. The 
end of the street. Stop there.”  

 The car idled as Dawson waited for Morbius to make up 
his mind. 

 “Well?” he said, terse. 

 “The truck went that way,” Morbius said, pointing to 
the right. “But… over there… I feel something.” He shook 
his head. “Let‟s go left.” 

 They did, and Morbius was quiet as they drove along an 
empty stretch of road. “What‟s out here?” Morbius asked 
softly, his skin like parchment, his inhumanity eerie and 
obvious. 

 “A cemetery,” Dawson said grimly. “You don‟t think it‟s 
confusing you?” 

 Morbius had no reply, and a minute later they pulled up 
to the closed cemetery gates. 
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 “There‟s something in there,” Morbius said unsteadily. 
“Something big.” He got out of the car, approached Blade, 
Cain at his heels. 

 “This is it,” Morbius said. “It may not be this Giles 
character. But there‟s something, some… I don‟t know. A 
gate. There‟s an old stink around this place, and it just got 
uncorked. This is a way in. To something.” 

 Blade solemnly nodded. “Okay, people,” he called out. 
“Let‟s get these cars out of sight.” He looked Morbius in the 
eye. “We‟ll catch up. Take the girl.” 

 Morbius nodded, glanced at Cain, and strode towards 
the fence. He bounded up, catching the scrolled ironwork, 
and he swung over easily, dropping on the other side. Cain 
was right behind him. Dawson, Spear, and Blade pulled back 
out of the drive to the cemetery, turning down a side street. 

 Morbius and Cain flitted from cover to cover, following 
the loose line of trees through the cemetery. Cain winced as 
the ache in her gut twinged. She glanced over at Morbius, 
and his eyes were fixed on something moving up ahead. She 
followed his line of sight, and saw five vampires. Four had 
massive boxes that looked extremely heavy, and the fifth 
dragged a tall man with thinning hair, his tweed jacket ripped 
and soiled. 

 “This is it,” Morbius said solemnly, turning to Cain. 
“I‟m the spotter for my team. I find the vampires. I don‟t 
engage unless I have to. So… good hunting. I‟ll send the 
others.” 

 Cain nodded, then dashed towards the vampires, staying 
low and behind cover. Morbius watched her go, then faded 
back towards the front gate. 

 Cain watched as the vampires stopped in front of a 
crypt. One dumped his box of books, making Giles wince. 
Then he dug a key out of his pocket, unlocking the padlock 
and opening the crypt. They all headed inside. Cain narrowed 
her eyes, calculating space; sure, they could all fit. But it had to 
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be an entrance to something under the cemetery. Glancing 
around, she gathered her nerve, and stalked closer. 

* 

 “Master!” the vampire called out. “We got Giles, and his 
books!” Triumphant, he strode into the cave, flinging the 
hapless Watcher down on the stone. The other four slung 
their book boxes to the floor, relieved to be free of the 
weight. 

 The Master sat on the throne, unimpressed. “You also 
led them right to me, fools,” he growled. “You were 
followed. I can feel it. And that… well, with a slayer loose, 
that‟s plain stupid.” 

 “No way,” the leader protested. “There was no one 
anywhere around when we finished up, and we took the long 
way back, just like you wanted us to.” 

 “I‟m not interested in excuses,” the Master said 
dismissively. “Here is your punishment. Go kill whoever 
followed you. Or die trying.” He shrugged. “Or just try to get 
out.” 

 The vampires paused, uncertain. The Master watched 
them, then he rose. “Or stay,” he added. 

 They raced for the exit, and the Master looked down at 
Giles. 

 “Well, Kroenen, here‟s your prize,” the Master said. 
“Now let me go.” 

 Kroenen stepped from the shadows. it is not that easy. not 
anymore. 

 “Now what?” the Master demanded. “Here he is! And 
his library!” 

  but the slayer is active, Kroenen whispered, the barest 
sound slipping from the featureless mask. if you lure the slayer 
out of hiding and destroy her, my master will be pleased. 
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 The Master‟s pupils twitched. “Well, she‟s killed the first 
of my guards,” he said, sour. “Perhaps it is time to finish this 
once and for all.” He gestured at Giles, his hand flexed like a 
claw. Giles rose, flew through the air, and slammed against 
the rock. Impossibly fast, the Master was at his side, and the 
manacle clacked shut on his wrist. 

 The Master took the other manacle and shoved it into 
the rock, embedding it. He smiled mirthlessly at the Watcher, 
his yellow eyes brilliant. “Don‟t go anywhere,” he said. “I‟ll 
be right back.” Turning so his dark robe swirled, he headed 
for the opening behind the throne. 

 “So much for Vampires Two and Three,” the Master 
muttered as he strode into the dark, misted room under his 
throne. He flung open the door at the far end of the cave. 
“Go and kill,” he snarled. Something whuffled in the 
darkness, and a vast shape slid out past the Master, uncoiling 
at the stairs, incredibly swift. 

 The Master turned to the three cubicles, and the pale 
vampires that were inert within. 

 “Let‟s wake you up,” he growled. He slit the meat and 
flesh of his forearms, and concentrated. Ropes of blood rose 
from his wounds, twisting through the air, tapping against 
the closed mouths of the reavers. The blood found its way 
in, and they stirred. 

 The first one twitched, then its eyes snapped open. 
Madness glared out from within. 

 

CHAPTER FIVE 

 The fifth vampire dropped from the cave ceiling, and 
Cain lunged forward and swiped, rolling to her feet. The 
halves of the vampire that crashed to the stone floor crisped 
and flared, and she glanced around in the dimness. Her sense 
of hearing and her kinesthetic reflexes were on high alert, 
and she moved cautiously. 
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 Ahead, candle light. She peered into the lit cavern, and 
she saw the lanky Watcher chained to the wall. Her gut was a 
knot of pain, but she ignored the distraction, adrenaline 
fanning through her blood as she stepped into the light. 
Choosing to be seen. 

 “Oh, dear,” Giles said weakly. “It‟s a trap, of course.” 

 A growl resonated in the rock, and a massive creature 
stepped from behind the throne. A meter at the shoulder, it 
was at least five times heavier than Cain. Whatever it had 
once been, it was a monster now; jowls were layered with 
extra muscle, wet grafts of flesh gleamed on its sides, and its 
organs were buried under a lattice of partially exposed bone. 

 Cain frowned, and set herself in a stance, katana at the 
ready. The animal sprang, bounding twice to cover the entire 
cavern. It bore down on her; she waited until the last 
moment, then tumbled to the side and struck, her blade 
firing in behind its front leg‟s armpit, right through the heart. 

 The beast‟s muscles spasmed, and the steel of the blade 
was snapped; the broken sword clattered to the ground as 
the creature turned, unharmed. Looking at the extensive 
surgeries the monster had sustained, Cain desperately tried to 
decide how to stop it. 

 “You can‟t win,” a mild voice said from the shadows. 
“That beast has no heart. It cannot be killed, as it has little 
use for its organs, and I very much doubt you can damage its 
load-bearing bones enough to stop it.” 

 It lunged at her again, snarling, and she managed to twirl 
to the side and pound a kick into its jawbone; nothing gave, 
nothing dislocated. The beast whirled, springing, and she 
rolled out of the way as it crashed down on the stone behind 
her, claws digging grooves in the floor. 

 Growling, it circled, and she paced it, feeling small. 

 The Master stepped from behind the throne. 
“Impressive, is it not? The heart is here,” he said smugly, 
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holding up a jar. “And you cannot kill it. Goodbye, and 
thank you for play—” 

 A shotgun blast roared in the cave, and the jar flew apart 
in the Master‟s hand. He stared at one of the cave entrances. 

 Blade followed the plume of gunsmoke into the room, 
cocking the shotgun. As his boots hit the stone floor, the 
massive dog-beast shuddered, and collapsed, blood oozing 
from its mouth. 

 “I don‟t play house rules,” Blade growled. “Let‟s do this 
by the book.” 

 “Well well well, the Daywalker, what a surprise,” the 
Master said, his voice fast and light as he locked his fingers 
together and forced a smile. “What‟s the matter, slayer, got 
performance issues? I say, bringing in a spoiler at this 
point—” 

 “I‟m not the spoiler,” Blade said as he strode towards 
the Master. “I‟m the ringer. Bring it.” 

 “This is between me and the slayer!” the Master 
shouted. “Stay!” 

 “Ain‟t yo dog,” Blade snapped, ripping his sword loose 
and closing in. His shotgun hung from one hand, his blade 
from the other, and a smile split his face. 

 Then the distinct slitting crunch of a blade through body 
armor echoed from the corners of the cavern, and Blade‟s 
stride faltered. Reflexively, the shotgun whirled up and 
around, the barrel slapping down on his shoulder pointed 
backward—he squeezed the trigger, and a mighty bang 
blasted out of the barrel. Blade spun around, the tonfa sword 
sticking out of his back, and he saw Kroenen crash down on 
the rock and slide. The black-clad assassin twitched 
awkwardly, and managed to roll over on one elbow, propped 
up. 

 The shotgun load had peppered his mask, knocking 
buckshot holes in it in an area the size of a silver dollar. The 
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lenses of the goggles were shattered and powder burned. As 
Kroenen sat up, pale dust sifted out through the busted face 
armor. 

 “Don‟t do that,” Blade said as pain twitched in his face. 

 Cain darted forward, snatching up the katana with half a 
blade. She whirled up to the Master, and slashed at him; the 
ancient vampire flexed effortlessly to the side and 
backhanded her, sending her sailing across the room to 
rebound from the rock wall. 

 “I‟m busy right now,” he said with a smug grin. “Come 
back when the Daywalker‟s finished.” 

 Blade awkwardly reached around towards the middle of 
his back, where the tonfa sword protruded. He could touch 
it, but he could get no leverage. The body armor hampered 
his flexibility, and the sword was smooth and difficult to grip. 

 Kroenen gestured at Blade, looking to the Master. 

 “What? Can‟t hear you,” the Master said sweetly. 
Kroenen rocked to the side, and tried to drag himself to his 
feet. 

 Cain scrambled up, and rushed Kroenen while he 
seemed disoriented. Before she reached him, the Master was 
suddenly between them, and he backhanded her again. She 
spun through the air and smacked into the rock, once again 
crashing down winded and dazed. 

 “I do need him intact enough to bring Rasputin down 
here,” the Master apologized. “Tell you what. You can kill 
him after you kill me.” His grin showed off all his crooked, 
vicious fangs. 

 “I‟ll just kill you—wit dis ting—in me,” Blade wheezed. 
He closed in on Kroenen.  

 Kroenen gripped an odd knob on his armored chest, 
and he cranked it several times. A loud asynchronous ticking 
clicked out of him. Blade could see through the broken 
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goggles; no eyelids, they had been sliced away long ago… but 
Kroenen‟s eyes were made of reflective black stone. 

 Kroenen‟s remaining tonfa sword whirled and darted, 
clashing from Blade‟s sword. He moved with a sinuous, 
inhuman grace, and his blows were calculated with 
mechanical precision. Sparks flew, and the two inhuman 
warriors slashed and chopped at each other, blades licking in 
close to flesh in the brutal dance of steel and strength.  

 Blade sucked at the air, unable to get enough. Kroenen 
slit a blow across his face, bisecting his sunglasses. They spun 
away, and something snapped in Blade‟s mind. 

 He chose to stop breathing. 

 Something in his chest unfurled with a mighty growl that 
drew dust from the ancient walls of the cavern. The Master 
cackled his delight. 

 And Blade attacked. 

 His sword was like a thing alive, like a powerful wind, 
and nothing could stand before it. Kroenen deflected one 
strike, another, then Blade slashed his tonfa sword in two, 
along with half his forearm. Another slice across his chest 
opened it to the bone, and a chop deprived him of a leg from 
the knee down. 

 Desperate, the unliving assassin fell back, gesturing with 
his remaining good hand. He snatched a charm from his belt 
and slapped it on the stone. It shattered with a brilliant flash, 
and he was gone. 

 Cain was already moving. She tumbled behind Blade, 
popping up and snatching the tonfa sword. She tugged hard, 
and it slit its way out of his flesh, with the ringing rasp of 
steel on bone. Blade roared, and the monster under his skin 
and behind his eyes began sealing the wound. 

 “Fabulous!” the Master said, clapping. “I suppose you 
think you have me outnumbered.” He stepped aside, 
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revealing three pale figures standing by the throne. Hairless 
like the Master, they glowered with their feral yellow eyes. 

 Cain looked into Blade‟s eyes. “The Watcher,” she said, 
forcing the words to come to her. Then she squared off with 
the four vampires. 

 “Like Hell,” Blade growled, and he sprang. Two of the 
reavers rushed to meet him, and he whipped his sword 
around; it drew sparks from the bone in the chest of one, 
and caught the other across the face, flinging it back. Cain 
darted past them, swinging the tonfa sword with all her 
might and all her chi together, counting on its impossible 
sharpness. 

 The blade whipped into the chain that held Giles, 
severing most of the link. She left the sword, facing off with 
the remaining reaver. 

 She drew a stake and flung it. The stake slammed into 
the reaver‟s chest, clattering off the bone plate in front of the 
vampire‟s heart. It smiled, and the scar down its chin 
separated. Its jaw spread, forming mandibles along each 
jawline, and a serrated and barbed tongue flexed out of the 
middle. 

 Cain blanched as her guts twisted, then she wheeled to 
the side as the Master appeared behind her, swiping at her 
with his eviscerating claws. 

 A small smile touched at her features. 

 Blade roared as he spun his sword, whipping it down 
across them, slashing at the reavers‟ dead flesh. Their 
wounds sealed at an alarming rate, and they did not seem to 
tire as they sought to bear him down. The battle spun away 
into knee deep water, where Blade desperately fended them 
off with swipes of his lethal sword. 

 Giles hung his entire weight on the chain, gripping the 
manacle and grimacing as he planted his feet on the wall he 
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was chained to. He strained with his whole body, and the 
sliced link gave, spilling him over to sprawl on the rock. 

 Cain closed her eyes, spinning, slashing as hard as she 
could with her broken katana through empty space— 

 The Master loomed over Giles, ready with the killing 
stroke— 

 With a wooden thud, the katana plowed into the 
Master‟s ribs, and he toppled, tearing the sword from Cain‟s 
grip. 

 The reaver pounced at Cain— 

 A coiling rattling hiss resounded as the weighted chain 
spun out of the dark and rammed into the reaver‟s face, 
snapping the nose and sending the vampire whistling back to 
crash into the wall. The chain retracted, snatched out of the 
air by the ninja biker in leathers who stood in the shadows. 

 I have something for you. The Silent Speech 
reverberated in the cavern. 

 Giles scrambled to his feet, limping towards Spear. The 
Master was on his feet in a rush, but Cain was before him, 
and for a moment that seemed to last forever, they squared 
off. 

 The Master knew fear. 

 Cain simply smiled. 

 The Master slashed at her, and she bent over backwards, 
the claws tearing only air. To the side, back, around; the 
Master‟s strikes did not reach her. He had a rhythm, a 
pattern, tried and true for centuries—and hard to alter. 

 She knew his pattern. She sensed his center, his 
telegraph. Her eyes burned with an anger not wholly her 
own. 

 Its obscene grin spread wide, the reaver charged Spear. 
His chain crashed across its head, but bone crumpled back to 
its given shape effortlessly. The vampire struck him, 
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knocking him back into the wall. He fought back, tagging 
pressure points and tendons with his ninjitsu training; the 
vampire ignored the attacks. 

 Blade managed to fight clear of the water, back on land, 
but he bled from a dozen cuts, and there was something 
desperate about his rage now. 

 Spear snatched the vampire that assaulted him, and he 
stared into its eyes. 

 Punish the Guilty, the Silent Speech roared. The 
vampire stared into the burning, empty sockets of the dead 
ninja. And then the vampire screamed. 

 Fire arced between the two, and Spear‟s shimmer of heat 
flared into real flame. The vampire shrieked as it burned 
from the inside out, thrashing and mewling as its strength 
gave way. The other two reavers and Blade simply stared for 
a moment, transfixed. 

 Cain could feel the Master‟s rage, she felt the ways it 
moved in him, and her eyes were only half open as she 
survived on instinct. The Master‟s fear had grown, and 
turned to fury, and his lethal attacks had more power than 
accuracy; she ducked, swung, deflected, and stayed away 
from the brunt of his attacks. She drew a pair of stakes, one 
for each hand, and she twirled them as she spiked his attacks 
on the stakes, pricking his hardened flesh.  

 He stumbled for a moment, and she reached back to the 
bag on her belt, behind her. Grabbing a random handful of 
weapons, she flung them to the stone at the Master‟s feet. 

 Ampoules of holy water shattered, essence of garlic 
burst, a UV popper flared. The Master cried out, disoriented, 
and Cain struck. She dropped a stake, touched the other to 
his chest, and for just a moment she had eye contact, and she 
almost understood Malfalax and his endless night. 

 Then her other hand rammed onto the butt of the stake 
in a punch that would shatter bone. The stake drove forward, 
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punching through the grafted plate over the Master‟s heart. 
His eyes grew large, dilated. She smashed another punch into 
the stake, and it cracked down its length with the force of the 
hit. It also drove into the hardened flesh of his heart. 

 She ducked his clumsy swipe, and she hopped up and 
slammed a kick into the stake, punching it through his heart 
and splintering the haft. 

 He wailed as the energy he contained began to unravel. 

 Spear crossed the cave and smacked into one of the 
reavers battling Blade. Slamming him against the wall, the 
flaming ninja opened his jaws wide and breathed a gout of 
flame onto the reaver. Squalling, the vampire crisped and 
crackled, and Spear rounded on the last one. 

 As it faced him, Blade leaped up and slashed with his 
sword, chopping clean through the reaver‟s neck. The head 
popped off, and the singe crawled across the monster‟s flesh. 

 “No!” the Master choked. “This—it‟s not supposed—
but the stars—” He choked on ashes that bloomed up from 
his chest into his throat, and his eyes were desperate. 

 The ground trembled, and the air turned thin and stale. 

 “We gotta go,” Blade said, and he snatched Spear‟s 
elbow and guided him towards the exit. Cain stumbled back, 
eyes riveted in fascination as the power uncoiled through the 
Master‟s incredibly dense flesh. Then she turned and raced 
after the other vampire hunters. 

 As they sprinted up the stone tunnel, they caught up to 
Giles, and Spear wasted no time picking him up and tossing 
him over his shoulder, running full tilt. Dust drifted from the 
cracking walls. 

 Then, the cave-in began in earnest. 

* 
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 Dawson stood by, agitated, watching the plume of dust 
chug out of the mausoleum. Stoic, Morbius perched on a 
tombstone and simply waited. 

 “Maybe we should go in and see if—you know, if they 
made it,” Dawson said. 

 “Go ahead,” Morbius shrugged. 

 Dawson glared at him for a moment, then he was 
distracted by coughing. Several figures pushed through the 
rubble and dust, staggering out on the well-kept cemetery 
grass. 

 Spear dropped to one knee and lay Giles out on the 
ground. The tall man coughed weakly, and touched at his 
forehead with a shaking hand. “Thank you,” he said 
seriously, regarding the flaming skull of his rescuer. 

 Cain sagged against a tombstone, coughing, and Blade 
put his hands on his knees as he leaned over and struggled 
for air. 

 “What was down there?” Dawson demanded. 

 “Some bad-ass bald dude and his little bald friends,” 
Blade muttered, grim. “And a big dog thing. Some guy with a 
face mask and goggles and tonfa swords.” He shook his 
head. “All kinds a fun.” 

 “It was the Master, Malfalax himself, and he died by the 
slayer‟s hand,” Giles supplied with a concise and proper 
English accent. “She is the last of the slayers, and we‟re one 
up for the Reckoning.” 

 “That‟s great,” Dawson said with a slightly forced grin. 
He turned to Blade. “Okay, now that this is over, who the 
hell are you?” 
 “He is the Daywalker referred to in the Scrolls of 
Skelos,” Giles said, “and that must be the Betrayer.” He 
nodded to Morbius, who watched him impassively. “This 
battle, this—incident. It‟s in accordance to prophecy. It is a 
sign that the Reckoning is very nearly upon us.” 



 

   225 

 “You all? Crazy,” Blade said, rising to his full height. 
“Hot damn.” He breathed deep, and again. 

 “You hunt vampires, right?” Dawson pressed. 

 Blade stared at him. “And stupid,” he added. 

 “We can help you. In fact, if you were to join forces 
with the slayer, and have Watcher support, you could 
multiply your force.” Dawson looked Blade over, serious. 
“We‟re headed into some dangerous times. It might be good 
to have backup.” 

 Blade looked over at Cain. “Girl, I‟ll work with you any 
time,” he said. 

 A black SUV roared down the narrow cemetery road, 
screeching to a halt a few meters from the group. The door 
flung open, and a man stepped out with a massive rifle in one 
hand. He had stringy pale hair, and a seamed and wrinkled 
face that seemed frozen in a suspicious squint. He closed in 
on the group, his coat flapping behind him, limping with a 
brace on one leg. 

 “Lemme guess, another Watcher,” Blade said 
sarcastically. 

 “How ever could you tell?” Giles asked, pressing the 
heels of his hands against his eye sockets. 

 “Seems like you all limp,” Blade said pointedly, looking 
at Dawson‟s leg, then at the newcomer. “Some kind a 
kneecapping initiation rite?” 

 “It‟s dangerous work,” Dawson shrugged, eliciting a 
grunt of approval from Giles, who leaned back against a 
tombstone. 

 “Did I miss it?” the newcomer barked at the weary 
hunters. 

 “Sorry, Whistler. You did. The slayer took the Master 
down.” Dawson clapped him on the shoulder. “Still, this fine 
group is gonna need some outfitting.” 
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 “You must be the slayer,” Whistler said, limping over to 
Cain. He extended his hand, serious. “I look forward to 
working with you.” 

 She offered him a shy smile, and shook his hand. Then 
Whistler looked over the rest. 

 “Smells like a bunch a vampires.” 

 “Half,” Blade said. 

 “Guilty,” Morbius shrugged, eyes not leaving the 
newcomer. 

 Spear pulled his hood and mask on, and said nothing. 

 “I can see we‟re all going to get along fine,” Dawson 
sighed. 

 

Saturday, January 14 

 Giles stepped over the debris from the shattered 
window, and sat at the desk in his violated library. He sighed, 
and pulled a drawer open. Reaching in behind it, he pulled a 
square of paper out, and unfolded it. He picked up the 
phone, and punched in the number written on the paper. 

 “Yes,” he said, “Yes, I need to speak to Dr. Stephen 
Strange. It‟s important. Tell him it‟s Giles.” He nodded, 
though no one could see him. “Yes, urgent. I need to speak 
with him at once.” 

 He paused, then spun his chair so he could regard all the 
empty shelves. He sighed to himself, then perked up as 
someone joined him on the other end. 

 “Yes, doctor,” he said quickly. “I have news for you, of 
great import. The Daywalker, the Turncoat, and the Slayer 
united with the Flaming Dead and slew the Master. Yes, last 
night. It is one of the signs from the Scrolls. And 
furthermore, the Slayer survived. Well, all of them did. Yes, 
the Watchers are keeping an eye on the group. We will stand 
ready to serve as you ask. But, um, I er… well, the vampires 
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lost my library for me. Of the books I was studying for the 
Scroll research you requested.” 

 Giles leaned back. “I know. But see, the Master found 
an old bolthole of the Unseelie Court, a half step off Prime. I 
saw the ancient glyphs burned into the stone, when they 
chained me to the wall. That‟s where he could hide so the ley 
energies wouldn‟t burn through him. It‟s collapsed, without 
his presence in it. I don‟t think it was ever made to last.” 

 He glanced to the side, listening. “Someone‟s coming. 
I‟ll call you back. Thank you, sir.” He hung up, and sighed 
deeply. 

 Dawson limped in, looking around the library as it was 
bathed in early morning sunlight. “What a mess,” he sighed. 

 “Indeed,” Giles nodded. “It may take some time to get 
this all straightened up. Bloody vampires.” 

 “Yeah, exactly,” Dawson said with a rueful grin. 
“Doesn‟t matter anyway. You know the order has to relocate 
you.” 

 “I know,” Giles sighed. “I was growing fond of this old 
house, too.” 

 A quiet moment passed between them. 

 “You look like hell,” Dawson observed, looking over 
Giles‟ battered face and bandaged arm and wrist. 

 “Oh, that,” Giles muttered. “Hmph. You looked in a 
mirror lately?” he asked, pointing a roguish look at Dawson. 

 “I guess that‟s a point,” Dawson agreed with half a 
smile. “I hope we get to go back to just watching soon. I‟m 
too old for all this vampire combat.” 

 “Sometimes I think it‟s one of the better things our 
order does,” Giles said quietly as he watched the sunrise. 
“There‟s an element of hope to it. Every day, the sun comes 
up, after all.” 

 “Indeed it does,” Dawson agreed. “Indeed it does.” 
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A Day at the Beach 
 

Thursday, November 10, 2005 

 He looked like a massive stone statue, sitting in the lotus 
position, pitted stone face impassive as he faced the low 
swells of the sea. The tropical sun blazed down, powerless 
against his stone body. He was deep in meditation. 

 Two ley lines lay across the island, humming conduits of 
power in the Web of Light that defended the dimension. 
Prime was encircled and interwoven with energies, and the 
statue was one with those energies as he centered himself. 

 Time twitched, then fell away, and the stone man 
touched on all of time, out of sequence, and it flared and 
flickered through and around him as his deep breathing 
flowed. 

 His bright blue eyes slid open, startling in the humanity 
they gave the stone face. 

 “They are coming,” he breathed. 

* 

 Ornate robes swished over the floor as the gaunt figure 
hurried down the hall. Torches spat and crackled, their flame 
out of synch with their sounds as the unnatural light flickered 
before too-deep shadow. The cracks in the walls whistled 
with the force of the storm that lashed the fortress. Breath 
rasped in and out of the narrow sorcerer as he closed in on 
the carved double doors at the end of the corridor. 

 The sorcerer flung his thin shoulder against one of the 
doors, and ancient hinges groaned as they pivoted the door‟s 
weight out of the way. Moving quickly, he tugged the lid 
from a jar, and he hefted it. He poured a measure of foul oil 
into a brazier. There were four braziers set in a circle. The 
floor between them was inlaid with patterns that blurred 
under direct inspection. Characters loosely based on an 
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ancient Chinese set of glyphs seemed to ooze and writhe 
with a malignant life of their own. 

 Tossing the empty jar away, the sorcerer knelt before the 
circle. It was three meters across. He regarded it, 
concentrating. Silky black hair fanned out over his shoulders, 
and his eyes burned with an inner light as he centered 
himself. His skin was pale, jaundiced, and it was as rough and 
brittle as parchment. He breathed words too violently foul to 
be understood by a sane listener. Fire danced atop the 
braziers, flaring up from the gooey fuel, sparked by the 
madness of his whispers. 

 As his focus intensified, the sorcerer leaned forward at 
the waist, touching his forehead to the chill paving stones. 
Timespace warped and twitched over the blasphemous net of 
glyphs on the floor, and something took form. A tiny spark 
whirled to life in the center of the ring, swiftly growing until 
it was a meter across. Brilliant lights flared within the flame, 
and it assumed the rough proportions of a head. 

 “Report to me, Shang Tsung,” the voice roared, 
resonant through the stone of the chamber. “How many 
souls have you collected? Is Prime ripe for the harvest?” 
The words were ancient, a lost language of demons that had 
been stamped out of Prime‟s memories a thousand years ago. 

 “Prime‟s defenses—they were too strong. We tried 
twice,” Shang Tsung said, trying to keep his voice even as 
blasphemous obscenities served for words. “The Soul 
Collector you sent was—was broken apart by the Illuminati. 
Inheritors of Agamotto‟s might.” Shang Tsung did not raise 
his forehead from the stone to look at the fierce head made 
of flame. 

 “Failure! Again!” the flaming head snarled. “And the 
Lin Quei?” 

 “They were driven before the onslaught, and no 
survivors have contacted me,” Shang Tsung winced. Blood 
trickled from his nose and eyes with the nearness of the 
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monstrous otherworldly power that hung in the circle mere 
meters away. “It cost me a soul from the last tournament to 
unlock even this simple communication.” His breath came in 
quick sips. “Please. I beg you. Release me back to Prime. I—
with no souls here, I starve, my lord.” 

 “Hah!” the head shouted. “Three hundred years ago, 
you begged me for protection. You sniveled and 
flattered and desperately manipulated whatever you 
could to escape Prime, to the safety I offered you here. 
And now? Gratitude? No, you’re just as desperate to go 
back.” 

 “Though it is but a moment to you, my Master,” Shang 
Tsung said in a voice that was not meant to be a whine, 
“three centuries is a considerable time to those of us who still 
harbor a spark of mortality.” A single bead of sweat crawled 
down the side of his face as the first drops of blood spatted 
on the stone. 

 “I gave you power,” the otherworldly monster 
intoned. “I freed you from the ravages of time, if you 
could but keep your furnace stoked. I granted you 
authority enough to commune with me. My patience is 
extensive, but as you have failed in several tournaments 
in a row, your failure grows into your weakness.” 

 “Send me, then,” Shang Tsung said as desperation drove 
through his words. “I will succeed where the Lin Quei failed. 
I will collect souls, enough to open a gate for you, Lord 
Dormammu. Prime will be yours, you will be free to destroy 
its protectors.” 

 “You are weak,” Dormammu growled, the very air 
trembling with the force of the words. “Alone, you are sure 
to fail.” 

 “But,” Shang Tsung protested, “though it has been 
hundreds of years since I was last on Prime, I do still have 
followers who could assist me. Give me the chance, and I 
will unlock the world for you, Dread Dormammu.” 
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 “Futile,” Dormammu growled. “You are a Primeling, 
regardless what power you have amassed, and all 
Primelings are good for is defending Prime. Still. It irks 
me that the dimension remains free.” 

 Shang Tsung gasped, flopping over sideways as exquisite 
pain tore through him. The flaming head hovering above the 
floor twisted, tearing a bigger hole in the dimension, growing 
to the edges of the brazier-defined circle. As the thin wizard 
on the ground screamed, the head dissolved into a pool of 
flame. 

 “What—what are you doing?!” Shang Tsung shrieked. 

 “I am sending you one of my finest generals, and 
his elite killers,” Dormammu murmured. “Destroy the 
Illuminati. Breach Prime’s defenses. Or answer to me.” 

 Through the screaming breach in dimensions, a giant 
figure ducked through the fire, his booted foot slamming 
down on the paving of the sorcerer‟s conjuring room. He 
stretched to his full height, freed of the ball of fire; his body 
was a mass of strength, muscles coiled and stacked in slabs of 
power. He stood two meters tall, and his only clothing was a 
harness of leather and steel, greaves, and a massive skull-
carved helmet. He carried a huge sledgehammer in one hand. 

 The giant stepped aside, and the flame flared and 
writhed as three more warriors ducked out, steaming in the 
air of the conjuring room. The flaming portal shrank and 
vanished, and for a moment, the only sounds were the 
hissing flesh of the newcomers and the piteous whimpering 
of the sorcerer, curled up in a ball on the floor. 

 “Will you live?” demanded the giant in Chinese, nothing 
of pity in the resonant boom of his voice. 

 “In a moment,” Shang Tsung said unsteadily, “I will be 
fine.” He squinted up at the carved metal skull-face of the 
giant‟s helmet, then he looked at the others. “Who have you 
brought?” 
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 “I have conquered many worlds,” the giant said, “and 
each has offered up a honed killer to serve me. The only 
language we share is the common tongue of Outworld, but I 
have learned your squawk to better rule Prime.” He cocked 
his head, regarding the sorcerer. Shang Tsung struggled to sit 
up. “Now. Take us to Prime,” the giant demanded. 

 “First I need to know more about you, so that we can 
best work together,” Shang Tsung said as he pulled himself 
to his feet. “Dormammu said you were one of his finest 
generals, but I do not know your name.” 

 “I am Shao Khan,” the giant rumbled. “This is the 
commander of my greatest army. He is half dragon, his name 
is Prince Goro. He is the mightiest of the Shokan.” He 
turned to a mountainous figure that was as vast as his master. 
The two meter giant had tree-like legs and a sinuous muscled 
torso that had four arms, two to a side. Each arm was more 
massy than Shang Tsung‟s entire body. A round head 
perched on a pile of muscle that was somewhat like a neck, 
and a black topknot grew from his scalp. The monster‟s 
features were hairless and flat, his mouth a slit, and each 
hand had two fingers and a thumb. Goro‟s hide was slick and 
yellow, and scars crossed and re-crossed the rolling piles and 
depth of muscle that held unguessed strength. Goro offered 
Shang Tsung a predatory smile, an inflection of his 
expressionless features. 

 “Here we have a Tarkatan,” Shao Khan continued, 
nodding towards his next killer. This one was half the size of 
Goro, still bulky and large by human standards. “He is 
Baraka.” The freakish creature had leather for skin; his eyes 
were fused open, catlike and yellow and staring. He was 
hairless, and he had no lips; his fangs were glistening and 
exposed in a viciously powerful jaw. The killer wore a leather 
outfit that revealed his gnarled and massy arms. Bone spurs 
were exposed along his forearms, and both forearms had a 
deep grooved pit. The Tarkatan warrior stood motionless, 
staring at Shang Tsung as a long string of drool slowly slid 
from his jaw, stretching towards the floor. 
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 “Finally,” Shao Khan said, turning to the other side and 
looking into the shadows, “this one. His race—primitive, at 
best,” the giant said with a dismissive wave. “He has a name, 
some clack my tongue can‟t make. We just call him Reptile.” 
Motionless in the shadows, the slim form squatted, seeming 
to take up half the space he should. The firelight glinted on 
his unblinking, reptilian eyes, and seemed to deflect from the 
mottled scales of his features. Wrapped in black, he was 
difficult to pinpoint. 

 “So,” Shao Khan said firmly, “now you‟ve caught your 
breath. Take us to Prime so we may destroy this—this 
Illuminati.” A smile was audible beneath his mask. “It is time 
to add another dimension to the domain of Outworld, 
another conquest for the glory of Dormammu.” 

 “What is this place?” Baraka demanded, the language of 
Outworld clumsy in his fanged maw. 

 “You should recognize it,” Shao Khan said, amusement 
tempering the brutality in his tone. “It is a nexus, where 
Prime can intersect with Outworld. This is where they have 
the ritual tournament, to see whether their dimension 
remains free or falls to us to conquer. An island in a sea of 
mist, covered with arenas for battles to the death.” 

 “But they have won the last fifteen tournaments,” Goro 
said, sour. “Dormammu grows impatient. He wishes to 
collect enough Primeling souls to tear a hole in the Web of 
Light that defends their dimension, so that we may invade, 
tournament be damned.” He shook his round head, topknot 
swishing over his shoulders. “They cheat, every time,” he 
sighed. 

 Shang Tsung watched their conversation, eyes narrow. 
He understood their language, but he was in no hurry to 
reveal his knowledge to them. 

 The giant snapped his fingers. “You! Wizard! Take us to 
Prime. That is the last order I will repeat to you.” 



 

234 

 “Of course,” Shang Tsung said, a deep bow hiding the 
snarl on his face. He was inscrutable as he straightened. 
“Right this way.” 

 The killers followed the sorcerer through the dim 
corridors as the storm roared at the walls, insatiable in its 
fury. Shang Tsung descended to a dungeon, where a wan 
man was chained to a cage wall. The pale man looked up, 
fear in his eyes, and he whimpered at Shang Tsung‟s 
approach. 

 “Here,” the sorcerer said. “This Primeling lost in the last 
tournament. I generally keep one or two. The easiest way to 
breach the Web of Light is by following a Primeling‟s soul 
into it, and exiting somewhere else. Fortunately for us, a 
Primeling soul always gravitates to the Web.” He pulled a 
curved dagger from his sleeve, and without further 
ceremony, he thrust it into the prisoner‟s heart. 

 Rapid, liquid gestures flowed from the sorcerer, flicking 
droplets of blood from the knife. Then a dim glow warmed 
to life beside the dying man, and the sorcerer manipulated it 
into a glaring portal. 

 “Quickly,” he said, his voice strained. 

 Shao Khan did not hesitate. Crouched like a predator, 
he slunk into the light, and his killers followed without 
question. Shang Tsung darted in after them as the gate 
ebbed. 

 Thunder rumbled, sullen. There was no one to hear it. 

* 

 “Somehow,” the lean scientist murmured, “the 
geomantic node was activated through the use of life 
energies.” He tapped his pencil against the stone, and 
absently traced it along the runes carved in its surface. 
“Seems they could turn ley line nodes on and off with—with 
some kind of human sacrifice.” He leaned back, his eyes 
bright as his mind turned the information over and sifted it. 
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 Brilliant sun poured down on the ruins. The scientist 
crouched over a fallen plinth, his auburn hair grizzled, white 
strips fading back from his temples. Several notebooks 
surrounded him, weighted with rocks so the breezes that 
caressed the tropical clearing did not dislodge them. Several 
meters away, a folding lounge chair supported a beautifully 
curved blonde in a bikini. She languidly rubbed more 
sunscreen on her torso, smiling to herself. 

 “What does that mean to us, Reed?” she asked. 

 “It means there may be a key here for merging life 
energy with the Web of Light that defends Prime,” Reed 
replied. “Susan—this could be a key to how we could merge 
the energies of Agamotto that suffuse us. How we could 
finally become gods.” He glanced over at her. “The 
implications for understanding this are—are staggering. If 
life energy and geomantic energy could be tied together, then 
what could it mean for the Web of Light if enough energy 
was applied to it?” 

 “Sounds like that‟s what the Lin Quei were up to with 
that Halloween stunt,” Sue reflected. “Maybe they are trying 
to breach it with an infusion of life energy at a weak point. 
Open the dimension for invasion.” 

 “That‟s the only possibility that makes sense,” Reed 
nodded. “If we can solve this puzzle, we may be able to meet 
their next attempt as gods. You, John, Ben, and me… we 
meld the Light of Agamotto with living beings. And if we 
can manipulate the intersection of those powers, we can 
exponentially increase them.” A hard glint shone in his eyes 
as his thoughts brooded on the possibility. 

 Reed turned to a flat panel monitor that was set up on a 
rock. He tapped at the keyboard next to it, and images 
flashed. “There,” he said. “A map of the island. And there, 
overlaying it, two ley lines. But there are two sites on the 
island. I think that if sacrifices were conducted at one site, 
and properly manipulated, this ley line would be pulled out 
of alignment. So natives could choose which site had the 
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node, where the lines intersected. This could be some ancient 
traffic control, to regulate the flow of energy.” 

 He frowned, considering the readings. He rubbed his 
finger over the back of his thumb, and the edges of his 
thumbnail glowed blue. “Hank,” he said into his thumbnail. 
“Hank! Are these readings real-time?” 

 A moment later, the bones surrounding his ear 
resonated expertly with the cybernetically implanted 
transmitter. “Yes, Reed,” the Germanic voice said. “There 
seems to be a fluctuation on the other side of the island. 
Some kind of energy disturbance at the node by Site B. Want 
us to check it out?” 

 “Yes, I think you had better,” Reed said to his thumb, 
and he rubbed his finger over the thumbnail again. The glow 
faded. Reed looked at the screen, lost in thought. 

 “What‟s going on?” Sue asked. 

 “I‟m not sure, darling,” Reed replied, “but I can‟t wait to 
find out.” 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 “Reed‟s observation was timely, this phenomenon is 
truly remarkable.” The blue-furred scientist hung from a rail 
on the ceiling, his muscled bulk compact as he considered 
the data. “See, here, four minutes ago—the roil in the energy, 
the distortion. It seems like an etheric filtration. Something 
came out of the node at Site B, I‟d bet both my eyeteeth on 
it.” His German accent crisped up the words without making 
them difficult to understand. 

 “There‟s no way I‟m betting eyeteeth,” the slim man 
next to him said with a crooked grin. “I need both mine, 
thanks. And to call on that bet, I might have to toss in a few 
more teeth to match the mass of your fangs, Hank.” The 
other scientist was Native American, his black hair in a braid 
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halfway down his back. He was casually dressed in a tee shirt 
and shorts. One arm and one leg were advanced cybernetics. 

 “Perhaps my choice of words was lamentable, but the 
core expression remains valid,” Hank said as he tapped at the 
computer, rolling the display over the disruption once more. 
“Herr Forge, would you be so kind as to update our stalwart 
pilot and facilitate the commencement of this fine research 
vessel towards Site B?” 

 “Consider it done,” Forge said. He turned, jogging up 
the ladder stairs in the hold of the ship, squinting as he 
stepped into the fierce sun of the aft deck. 

 The research yacht was massive. An armored black 
military helicopter perched on a pad at the rear of the yacht, 
but there was still plenty of room on the deck. A lounge chair 
supported a trim, muscled young man with sun-bleached hair 
and reflective sunglasses. He relaxed, bored. 

 “Mr. Storm,” Forge said. “We‟ve got a geomantic blip at 
Site B. Reed said we should go check it out.” 

 “I‟m on it,” Storm said, leaping up from his deck chair 
with a dazzling grin. “I was beginning to wonder if this was 
going to be Reed‟s first scientific expedition ever that didn‟t 
get dangerous at some point.” He jogged up the ladder steps 
to the cabin house at the top of the ship, and he let himself 
in. Forge followed more slowly, and by the time he got to the 
cabin the yacht had thrummed to life and was heeling around 
in the low swells off the coast of the island. 

 “Where is Ben, anyway?” Storm asked as Forge stepped 
into the cabin. “I thought he was with Reed, but he‟s not 
usually interested in the archeology stuff.” 

 “Last I heard he was by himself meditating,” Forge 
shrugged. 

 The cabin door opened again, and a slender man 
stepped in. He also wore shorts, and a breezy undershirt. His 
entire body was covered in close, velvet fur, midnight blue. 
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Pale yellow eyes and pointed white teeth made his hawkish 
features intimidating, and his long blue hair was tousled by 
the wind. He had two fingers and a thumb on his hands and 
feet, and a delicate whipcord tail lashed behind him. 

 “Comrades,” he said. “We are moving.” 

 “Hello, Kurt. How is your book coming along?” Storm 
asked.  

 “Almost finished,” Kurt replied. “But if some activity is 
in the offing, I want to be of use.” His German accent was 
softer than Hanks, but echoed it. 

 “Well, you know Site B,” Storm said with a shrug. 
“That‟s where we‟re going. If you want to look around, that‟s 
probably for the best.” 

 “I‟ll be back,” Kurt said with a mischievous grin. Then 
there was a tearing crack, and a haze of stinking smoke 
swirled in his wake. He was gone. 

 “Has the Grand Master made any progress in figuring 
out why that smells so bad?” Forge asked mildly. 

 Storm chuckled. “Don‟t lose your sense of wonder,” he 
said. “Kurt can teleport. Who cares how it smells?” 

 “Well, he could do it outside,” Forge sighed, waving his 
hand in front of his face. He looked over at Storm, 
speculative. “Ever since Kurt first tried to recruit me, 
teleporting into a top-secret fortress to pitch the idea, I‟ve 
wondered. About him. Where he comes from. I mean, is 
Hank his father?” Forge shifted. “I haven‟t been comfortable 
enough to, you know, ask them directly. Since I‟m the new 
guy and all.” 

 “Fair enough,” Storm shrugged, checking the headings. 
“Kurt Wagner was born with blue fur, a skinny runty thing. 
He was sold to gypsies, and he grew up as part of a traveling 
circus in Germany. After the Enlightenment, when Reed, 
Sue, Ben, and me were exposed to the Light of Agamotto 
and developed our abilities, Sue saw him perform. We had 
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just picked up Hank, and Sue rescued Kurt from his life as a 
freak. Brought him on board. He bonded with Hank, and 
he‟s been indispensable since.” Storm glanced over at Forge. 
“Kurt is our infiltrator and messenger, assassin, instrument 
of the will of the Illuminati. He‟s our herald, you might say. 
And he does a damn good job.” 

 “Yes he does,” Forge agreed, tucking a cigarette 
between his lips. He lit it casually, and leaned back against 
the wall as he looked out over the broad expanse of the sea. 
“That‟s the whole story?” he asked mildly. 

 Storm regarded him for a second, then smiled. “Sure,” 
he said. “Isn‟t that enough?” 

* 

 Breath whined in and out of the sorcerer as he crouched 
miserably on the sand. He struggled to rise, and he fell on his 
side. Breathing took all his effort as he lay trembling, deathly 
pale. 

 Shao Khan nudged him with his boot. “Wizard,” he 
muttered in Chinese. “Are you going to pull through?” 

 “Need—souls,” Shang Tsung managed. 

 “Well, pull yourself together,” Shao Khan said. He 
turned to his killers. “Baraka. Reptile. Scout around. Do not 
allow yourselves to be seen.” He pointed his mask at the 
glaring vault of sky above. “I can sense them; I sense those 
with Light, not too far away. Can you feel the light that 
shields this dimension? They positively reek of it. Crushing 
them… will be most satisfying.” He looked over at Shang 
Tsung. “He may be drained and worthless, but he did get us 
near our enemies. So,” he continued in Chinese, crouching 
over the wizard, “I will allow you to live, even though your 
weakness nauseates me.” 

 “Thank you, my lord,” Shang Tsung said as he trembled. 
“Thank you.” 

* 
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 A tearing crack and a puff of smoke announced Kurt‟s 
arrival on the bridge of the ship. “Storm,” he said, “I saw 
some men down the beach a ways. I was too far away to 
make out details, and I did not want to spook them. I am 
hardly outfitted for recon at the moment,” he added with a 
wry smile, gesturing at himself. “Perhaps I had better get 
suited up. If they can travel through ley lines, caution seems 
in order.” 

 “Sounds like a good idea,” Storm nodded. “How far?” 

 “About five kliks,” Kurt said. “Go another two and 
stop, we can get closer on foot. Don‟t want to alert them to 
our presence unnecessarily, after all.” 

 “Good thinking,” Storm said. “Go get Hank and Forge 
ready. I‟ll stay with the ship and get closer, taking my time. 
You all stay in touch with the cuticators.” 

 “Yes,” Kurt nodded, and he left the cabin. Springing 
down to the deck, he twirled and hopped down into the lab 
where Forge and Hank considered the data streams. 

 “I saw four men,” Kurt said without preamble. “Two 
were very large. Storm wants us to go check it out.” He 
pulled on a black matte bodysuit, and strapped on a belt with 
several gadgets on it. He also picked up a rapier with no 
basket, and he buckled the sword belt around his narrow 
waist. 

 “Ah, field work,” Hank said with a broad grin, his teeth 
shocking white against his black fur. He clapped his massive 
paws together, then sprang up to the deck. Forge sighed, 
strapping a gunbelt on and holstering a silvered plasma 
pistol. He followed Hank, and Kurt brought up the rear. 

 They regarded the strip of pale sand, and the wall of 
greenery behind it. “See you there,” Kurt said to Hank, and 
he grabbed Forge and tore out of the world, bursting back in 
on the beach, his passenger coughing. Hank vaulted off the 
deck, fingers and toes splayed as he sailed through the air, 
and he plummeted down through the surface of the water. A 
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quick swim later, he shook himself, looking like a carwash 
brush as his long fur slung water in all directions. 

 “Great,” Forge muttered as he shielded his face. 

 Hank smiled. “That felt damn good in this heat. Let‟s go 
find your bad guys, shall we?” 

 Storm watched them go, and he shook his head. “At 
least they are enthusiastic,” he sighed. 

 Then he paused, listening. A thump. He heard it again. 
Frowning to himself, he stepped out of the cabin, down the 
steps. He headed around the starboard side, the side facing 
out to sea, listening intently. The thump was not repeated. 
His eyes narrowed, and he catfooted along noiselessly, senses 
alert. 

 The door to the forward lounge stood open, and there 
was a slosh of water over the deck on the side. Storm peered 
into the lounge, and stepped in, eyes everywhere. 

 The sliding door to the head whipped open, and Storm 
turned; a cosmic furnace in his core twitched, and flame 
skirled out to wreath him. He got a glimpse of a reptilian 
face, jaws parting in a liquid cough; acid sprayed him. His fire 
shielded him from the worst of it, but the toxic fumes 
released sent him reeling back. 

 With a sound like a rasping swallow, a bone spur the 
length of his whole arm shot out of the groove on Baraka‟s 
forearm. The Tarkatan sprang forward from behind the bar. 
He whipped his spur to the side, and it smashed across 
Storm‟s head. The startled man was flung to the side to keel 
over the back of a couch and topple to the floor, out cold. 

 Baraka leaped through the toxic fumes, and he raised his 
bone spur to impale Storm. Reptile was at his side in a 
moment, laying a cool hand on his other forearm, shaking his 
head. 

 “Shao Khan,” he whispered. 
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 Reluctantly, Baraka nodded, and contented himself with 
a hard kick to Storm‟s ribs. 

* 

 Hank peered through the screen of leaves. “Anything?” 
he whispered. 

 Forge crouched beside him, looking up at Kurt. The 
slim infiltrator pointed a high-tech spyglass at something they 
couldn‟t see. He was quite comfortable almost ten meters 
from the ground, up in a tree. 

 “Indeed,” Kurt said, the communicators built into their 
skulls making him sound as though he was between them. 
“There are three of them. One is the biggest man I have ever 
seen, two meters. He is meditating. Then there is a skinny 
man in the shade, he doesn‟t look happy at all. But—but the 
other. It is a man with four arms. I thought I saw that before, 
but I could not be sure. And he has hands and feet like mine. 
I saw another man with them earlier, but he is not there.” 

 “What about etheric static?” Hank asked. “Are any of 
them giving off readings?” 

 “They all do,” Kurt confirmed, “but the little man is 
definitely a wizard of some kind, or he wields geomantic 
technology.” He adjusted a setting on the spyglass. 
“Organized pattern, but kind of faint. He must be feeling 
very weak.” 

 “Let‟s go after them,” Hank said. A rustle, and Kurt 
dropped by his side, a few leaves twirling down in his wake. 
The trio set out through the jungle, passing behind a thick 
mass of trees and vines, coming out on the other side. Hank 
stopped short as he squinted down towards their destination. 

 “That‟s the beach, isn‟t it?” he said, pointing. 

 “Yes,” Kurt breathed. “They are gone. All of them.” He 
glanced around uneasily. 
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 Forge rubbed his finger over his thumbnail, raising it 
near his mouth as it glowed. “Storm. Hey John, come in. We 
lost sight of the intruders we are after. You had better be on 
alert. Okay?” 

 Silence. 

 Forge frowned. “Mr. Storm, sit tight.” He looked at the 
others with him. “We‟re on our way back,” he said, and he 
rubbed his thumbnail again. The light winked out. 

 “Good stratagem,” Hank nodded. “We had best be on 
our guard. I will catch up in due course.” He sprang up off 
the ground, snatching at the jungle branches and vines, his 
hands and prehensile feet swinging him from support to 
support. His mighty muscles bunched and fired, he moved 
with startling speed. 

 Kurt gripped Forge‟s arm, and Forge gritted his teeth. 
Then a tearing crack, and the smoke was clearing on the deck 
of the ship. Forge spotted Storm standing at the helm, and 
he raced forward, clambering up the laddersteps. 

 “Storm!” he said. “Our spooky pals on the beach 
vanished. We should be careful.” He scanned the horizon 
from the high vantage of the bridge. 

 “I wouldn‟t worry about it,” Storm shrugged. “They‟ll 
show up.” 

 Kurt crossed the deck and headed down into the lab. He 
stopped, sniffing—his eyes narrowed, and he vanished with a 
tearing crack, just as Baraka whipped around the corner, 
thrusting with his bone spur, impaling a swirling cloud of 
smoke. 

 Forge turned, eyes widening, and he tapped at a panel 
on his cybernetic arm. The reading shocked him; Storm 
braced himself, eyes narrowing and flaring. Forge drew his 
pistol. Storm kicked it out of his hand. Forge leaned into the 
punch that lashed out at Storm, who ducked, a palm strike 
firing into Forge‟s ribs, flinging him back. Storm‟s shape 
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blurred, and a gaunt wizard bared his teeth at the startled 
scientist. 

 Forge blocked, but his combat training was rudimentary 
hand to hand. The wizard cracked him in the ribs, 
backhanded him. Ancient kung fu techniques made the fight 
one-sided. Forge triggered a flash from his cybernetic arm, 
blinding Shang Tsung, but the wizard did not need sight. His 
fingers dug into a nerve cluster in Forge‟s torso, and as the 
cyborg gasped, Shang Tsung snatched him and spun, flinging 
him out of the cabin to sail through the air and crash down 
on the deck. 

 Baraka casually put his boot on Forge‟s neck. He did not 
apply pressure, but the message was unmistakable. 

 Weary, Shang Tsung ambled down the laddersteps. 
“Very good,” he said in English. “How did you know we had 
arrived?” 

 “Ley line,” Forge gasped. “Disturbed.” 

 “Ah,” Shang Tsung said with a nod. “One of your 
number is a geomancer.” 

 Forge didn‟t have the heart to correct him. “How—you 
got back—before us,” he choked out. 

 “A little trick with ley energies, nothing special,” Shang 
Tsung said as he brushed his sleeve with the side of his hand. 
He turned, looking down the hatch into the laboratory. 
“Shao Khan,” he said, switching to Chinese, “what shall we 
do with this one? May I drain his soul?” He licked his lips. 

 “Not yet,” the giant of a man replied as he rose up 
through the narrow stairwell, Storm draped over his mighty 
arm. “We must be cautious until we have them all within 
our—” 

 A blast of smoke puffed over him, and Storm was 
snatched from his arm. Darting through the smoke of one 
teleport, Kurt vanished in another ripping bang. Forge was 
ready for the distraction; he twisted hard, snatching Baraka‟s 
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boot with his metal hand, and a jolt of energy arced through 
the unfortunate Tarkatan. With a grunt, Baraka flew back to 
slap down on the deck and slide, and Forge scrambled to his 
feet. He realized he was alone against the invaders. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 Shang Tsung was quick to step out of the way of a 
potential battle, and Baraka twitched and muttered as energy 
fired through his nervous system. Shao Khan loomed over 
the slim Native American, and Forge swallowed hard as the 
giant flexed and hefted a vast warhammer. 

 A streak of wet black fur and muscle whirled over the 
deck railing with a blood-freezing war scream; Shao Khan 
whirled, unfazed, and caught a double-heeled strike to the 
chest that knocked him off his feet. Hank twirled mid-air, 
bounding from the deck to whip a strike across Shao Khan‟s 
helmet as the huge man fell. The deck shuddered with the 
impact, and Hank flipped back.  

 With shocking speed, Shao Khan was on his feet and 
facing Hank. The scientist bared his fangs, racing in, and 
Shao Khan tossed his hammer aside. His massive hands 
reached for Hank, but the muscular beast sprang through his 
grip, kicking off his chest and flipping as Shao Khan 
staggered. Hank landed with a sweep that took one of Shao 
Khan‟s legs out from under him, and Hank shotgun kicked 
up into him, knocking him down again. 

 Shao Khan crashed down to the deck as Hank did a 
reflexive cartwheel, suspicious eyes everywhere, looking like a 
killing machine. The jovial and verbose scientist was invisible 
in the eyes of the beast that squared off against the elite killer 
from Outworld. 

 Again the giant rolled to his feet. Again Hank darted in. 
He dove to the side, avoiding Shao Khan‟s clumsy punch—
too late he realized it was a feint. Shao Khan flexed his legs, 
propelling his whole body into a shoulder strike that caught 
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Hank‟s center of gravity. They flew back and smashed into 
the wall, crushing the wood and snapping bones in the 
muscular scientist. Shao Khan pulled back, snatching the 
black-furred beast. He swung him up, then flung him to the 
deck. Hank lolled, barely conscious, lost in a swarm of 
dizziness and pain. 

 “Good!” Shao Khan barked in Chinese, not even 
winded. “It pleases me to know that at least some of these 
Primelings have a bit of spirit.” 

 “Let me have him,” Shang Tsung demanded in Chinese. 
“Let me drain off this excess of spirit. I need souls, to serve 
you, my lord.” 

 “Not yet,” Shao Khan said sharply. “None of these are 
full of the Light, they are not the ones I sense. Only the man 
who was guarding the ship, and I wish to have it from the 
other defenders as well. For now, you will do nothing. Your 
part was to bring us here, and if you are given more to do, I‟ll 
see to it that you are given what you need to do it.” He 
lapsed into silence, seeming to listen. “They are coming 
closer.” 

 “I hope we will be ready for them,” Shang Tsung sulked. 

 “We will be,” Shao Khan muttered. He crossed to 
Baraka, and kicked his boot. “Come on. We have work to 
do,” he said, switching to the tongue of Outworld. “Tonight, 
we will all feast. For now, take our two prisoners below.”  

 Baraka staggered to his feet, an evil rage simmering in 
his eyes. He looked around, and his forehead creased. 

 “Where is the fleshwick Primeling?” he muttered. Shao 
Khan glanced over the deck, and shrugged. 

 “Find him,” the warlord said. 

 A scuffle broke out in the bridge, and a plasma bolt 
sizzled through the roof of the cabin. Then glass shattered as 
Forge was propelled out, arms pinwheeling as he sailed 
through open space. He crashed to the deck, winded, and 
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Baraka snatched his shirt and hauled him to his feet. Shao 
Khan glanced up at the cabin to see Reptile withdraw again 
into shadow. 

 “Good work,” he said in the language of Outworld, a 
smile twisting the face hidden beneath the carved skull mask. 
“Take them to Goro.” 

 Baraka muscled Forge down the steps into the 
laboratory, and Shao Khan tossed Hank after him. Hank 
groaned as he thudded down on the floor. 

 Seated at one end of the room, Goro leaned back 
against the wall, long and muscled and too big to fit up 
through the hatch. 

 “Is it time for me to break free of this stupid room?” he 
asked the Tarkatan. “I could strangle that idiot wizard for 
materializing us inside the boat.” 

 “Not yet,” Baraka replied. “Shao Khan is saving you for 
the final battle. You are to guard the prisoners.” Baraka 
dragged Forge and Hank around, tossing Forge on one side 
of the huge Shokan general, muscling Hank up to the other 
side. Goro spread his vast hands, and put one on Forge‟s 
chest and the other on Hank‟s chest. 

 “I will guard them,” Goro said, putting his other two 
hands behind his head as he leaned back and relaxed. “They 
will not escape.” 

 Baraka nodded curtly, then jogged up the steps to rejoin 
the others on the deck. 

 Hank stirred. “Did you recognize that language?” he 
wheezed. 

 “No,” Forge said quietly. “Do you think this big fellow 
understands us?” 

 “I don‟t know,” Hank reflected. “Pardon me, four arms, 
but your visage and odor remind me forcibly of a specimen 
of crab that nests in carcasses and feeds on carrion.” 
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 Goro did not react. 

 Forge cleared his throat. “You are a stinking pile of e-z 
cheeze and hard rubber.” 

 Goro grunted a quick phrase in his own foul tongue, 
slapping their chests gently, and both prisoners writhed in 
breathless pain for a moment. 

 “Well,” Hank whispered, “that must be „shut up‟ in his 
tongue.” 

 Forge coughed weakly. 

 “Reminds me of trying to tell Bryant anything,” Hank 
whispered with a shake of his head. 

 “You worked for the Project?” Forge hissed, startled. 
Goro shifted, and they paused for a long thirty seconds or 
so. 

 “In fact I did,” Hank nodded. “My last work was with 
the Elixir research, destroyed by Dr. Banner and the 
Chimera. I protested to Bryant about the ethics; in those days 
I was a terrible hothead.” 

 “What happened?” 

 Hank shifted. “He forced some samples down my throat 
and made me a test subject,” he murmured. “Some Creed, 
some Darkholme. They were going to vivisect me. They 
underestimated my change, and I won free. The Illuminati 
found me.” 

 Minutes ticked past, and Goro was once again 
complacent. 

 “They were going to change me back, help me with an 
outfitted lab so I could study my condition. All this hair. All 
these strange animal muscles. Thick fangs rendered speech a 
most trying exercise, which was torturous to one as verbose 
and inclined to exhortation as myself.” 
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 Forge tried to twist so he could see Hank; as he listened, 
the scientist seemed a wholly different person, his German 
accent almost warm. “Then what?” 

 “I broke into the Project, stole some research, took my 
genetics, adapted Reed‟s science,” Hank murmured, “and 
grew an accelerated development clone. I thought if I 
replicated my condition I could work to clear it up without 
taking risks personally. Not a bad idea, but the Elixir affected 
every subject differently, and my own genetic code was now 
masked under the effects. Bothered to name the clone, 
though; Kurt, because it was quickly done, and Wagner, after 
my favorite composer.” 

 Forge froze. “I thought Storm said—I mean, the 
circus…” 

 “Fabricated, so he would feel at home with us, 
a…person. Not a thing. Not a toy, or a creation, or an 
experiment. Because I could not bring myself to dissect him, 
in the end, and through my growing love for this new life… I 
made peace with who and what I am. So Kurt really is my 
son, in a way. I could not bear the thought of him being a 
freak, and alone, so I remain furry in solidarity with what I 
created. I tell you this because you worked for the Project, 
and the Institute, and the US Government. We are turned 
into tools and instruments, and then broken carelessly. But 
there is a fine line between being broken and being reshaped, 
and it is up to us to find it. We have our memories so we do 
not feel like aliens. It is important to feel we have earned our 
way in this world.” 

 Forge let that sink in. “Why are you telling me all this?” 

 Hank sighed. “Perhaps I am simply passing the time,” 
he said. “Perhaps I am helping the new guy get to know us 
better. Perhaps I am demonstrating how a motive can grow 
out of the experience of acting on another motive. Perhaps I 
am reminding us both that a simple solution is never simple, 
and a direct attack always exposes the attacker to unguessed 
danger.” 
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 “I‟ll believe it when I see it,” Forge muttered, and 
Goro‟s fingers twitched as the Shokan growled, low and deep 
and lazy. 

 “You might not,” Hank said, cryptic. “See it, that is.” 

 Then they wisely elected to remain silent as their 
massive captor frowned down at his prisoners. 

* 

 The stone giant shouldered through the last of the 
undergrowth, standing before Reed and Sue. “We are under 
attack,” he rumbled. 

 A moment later, Kurt tore into reality, supporting 
Storm. He lowered the dizzy man to the ground. “The ship is 
in the hands of the invaders,” he said quickly. “They have 
Forge, maybe Hank. I would have kept up the pressure, but 
they‟ve got someone with them who tangled the subspace 
passages of teleportation, and I did not want to risk capture 
without warning you.” 

 Reed nodded curtly. “What are we up against?” 

 “One man is weak, but able to manipulate ley energies,” 
Kurt said quickly. “Then there are two huge men, one has 
four arms. A sneaky infiltrator, and an ugly man with bone 
blades in his arms.” 

 “Gracious,” Sue said. “Four arms?” 

 “Yes,” Kurt said. “They came out of the geomantic grid. 
I do not think they are native to Prime.” 

 “Well,” Reed said. “Here is the plan. Storm, stay here 
and guard the site. I will take Ben and Sue to the yacht. Sue 
will rescue the prisoners, and then I will join her and we will 
battle these miscreants while you get the helicopter prepared 
and take off.” 

 Storm gingerly tugged a cigarette out of a pack in a 
jacket he had left at the ruins. His exposed chest and face 
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were still reddened and tender from acid burns. He sighed. 
“Sounds good to me,” he muttered, and he lit his cigarette. 

 “See you there,” Kurt said to the others with a flash of 
white teeth, and he teleported away. 

 Reed put one arm around Sue, and the other around 
Ben, and he concentrated. Something twisted in the 
spacetime between the clearing and the ridge, and they stood 
among the trees a kilometer away. He focused again, and 
again they seemed to stretch from one spot to the next. 
From their new vantage, they could see the massive yacht 
serenely drifting parallel to the shoreline. 

 “Should I try to raise them on the cuticators?” Sue 
asked, rubbing her finger over her thumbnail. 

 “No sense risking it,” Reed said, frowning. “Just go get 
our teammates back.” 

 She smiled, arch, and then light shimmered away from 
her and she was invisible. 

 Reed sighed, unable to even watch her go. Ben grunted. 

 “She will be fine,” he intoned. “I worry more about our 
enemies, if they have harmed our comrades.” 

 “They‟ll just get what‟s coming to them, that‟s all,” Reed 
said, something harsh in his tone. 

 Sue smiled to herself as she slipped away from them, 
drifting through the air supported by invisible planes of force 
that lifted her in the tropical breeze like a hang glider. 

 In no time, she descended low enough to shape invisible 
grappling lines with her will, pulling herself down to the deck 
and creeping soundlessly along the side of the black 
helicopter. Baraka stood on the deck, bored, his arms 
crossed. Shao Khan sat in lotus position, meditating. Above, 
in the cabin, Shang Tsung was patiently pantomiming and 
pointing how to drive a boat to a shadowy figure she could 
not quite see. 
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 Sue crept closer to the hatch leading to the laboratory. 
Silent, she slipped down the steps and saw Goro reclining 
with his two prisoners. She crossed her arms over her chest, 
scowling, still invisible. She let her focus intensify, and she 
could feel the cosmic energy that bound the world together. 
It was hers to command. She formed it into tendrils that 
suddenly yanked Forge and Hank away from Goro; the 
Shokan general reared to an upright sitting position, startled, 
and she unleashed a battering ram that pounded him through 
the side of the ship, the next room, and the hull. He sailed 
out over the water, then dropped. 

 Baraka raced down the hatch, rebounding from an 
invisible wall. 

 “Mine!” Hank shouted, springing up, his incredible body 
already healed from its earlier damage. He lunged at the 
startled Tarkatan, crashing into him and bowling him up the 
stairs and onto the deck as Forge raced up after them. 

 Bone spurs shot out of Baraka‟s arms, impossibly long. 
Hank flipped to the side and pounded a kick into him that 
knocked the unfortunate creature overboard. Shang Tsung 
and Reptile stared down, and Shao Khan rose to his 
impressive height. 

 “Ready to fight again,” he said calmly, hefting his 
hammer. “I like you, Primeling. Let‟s hear you scream once 
more.” 

 “Something amiss!” Shang Tsung shouted, and Sue 
rippled to visibility again. Then there was a puff of foul 
smoke in the cockpit of the helicopter, and Kurt desperately 
flicked switches and prepped the chopper for takeoff. 

 Shao Khan reared back and flung his hammer at the 
helicopter, but Sue whipped an angled plane of force in the 
way, deflecting the hammer up and over the helicopter. 
Shang Tsung hissed his fury, and Reptile spat a stream of 
acid down at her with a wet, tearing vomit. She deflected that 
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too, and the acid slopped down on the deck of the ship, 
swiftly dropping through it and burning what lay below. 

 “Fool!” Shang Tsung shrieked, cuffing the reptilian 
assassin. 

 Time and space seemed to stretch oddly, then the stone 
giant and Reed were aboard the ship. 

 “At last!” Shao Khan roared, and he charged the stone 
giant. 

 Ben swung at the massive warlord, and Shao Khan 
ducked the swing and shoulder-checked him, sending him 
sliding back unevenly on his heels. The warlord followed 
with a kick, and Ben knocked it aside and slung a punch into 
him that sent him sprawling from the deck of the ship, 
crashing into the waves. 

 Forge and Sue ran to the helicopter as the blades spun 
up, and they both clambered in and slammed the doors as 
Kurt lifted from the helipad. The water was churned as Goro 
and Shao Khan struck out for the nearby shore, then dove as 
the helicopter‟s guns chopped at the surface.. 

 Reed stretched to the land, an uncanny and mind-
warping feat, taking Ben and Hank with him. Moments later, 
the acid reached the ship engines. 

 A mighty explosion tore the water, flinging debris high 
and wide as Sue‟s force field protected the rising helicopter. 
Kurt laughed wildly as they angled away through the 
firestorm, thudding over the island. 

* 

 “Glad you could make it,” Shang Tsung snarled in 
Chinese as Goro and Shao Khan stalked into the jungle 
thicket where the wizard crouched with Baraka. 

 “Insolence will lead to gutting,” Shao Khan said, his 
tone neutral, his Chinese inflection chilling. 
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 “My apologies,” Shang Tsung muttered. “We needed 
that boat to escape the island. I do not have enough souls to 
cover the distances we will have to cross to get to a place 
where I can again harvest souls to fuel my power.” 

 “Then we must engage them again,” Shao Khan said. 

 “We missed our chance to destroy their helicopter,” 
Shang Tsung continued patiently. “It is a recent invention 
that I am not certain Dormammu is aware of, it allows 
Primelings to fly through the air. I heard of such things from 
prisoners left over after tournaments. They can reach land, 
and they know where we are. I have neither advantage.” 

 “Next time,” Shao Khan muttered, “we must come to 
this world and take some time to build a foundation, a 
scheme. Frontal assault underestimates their capabilities. I 
am impressed,” he said, amusement coloring his tone. “They 
will be worthy opponents.” 

 “To preserve the possibility that there will be a next 
time,” Shang Tsung said politely, “we must live to fight 
another day, and that means retreating to my island 
dimension.” He glanced at Baraka. “I could use his soul to 
breach the Web of Light. He was useless.” He glanced 
around. “Where is Reptile? Did he survive?” 

 Shao Khan snatched the sorcerer‟s robes and lifted him 
with one hand, the weight hardly bunching his massive arm 
muscles. “You listen,” he growled. “I will not lose another of 
my best killers. You will take us to Shimura, your island, and 
you will use your own reserves. Am I clear?” 

 “What if I cannot?” Shang Tsung asked faintly. 

 “Then you are no use to me.” 

 Shang Tsung nodded rapidly. “I—I think I can manage 
one more trip,” he said, pale and wan. 

 Goro‟s ears perked up, and he looked up through the 
trees as the black helicopter thudded closer. 
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 Shang Tsung concentrated, focused, and cried out as a 
part of his own soul was ripped to make the gate that 
breached Prime‟s defenses. A moment later, the others had 
piled through it, and Shao Khan snatched him and pulled 
him through. The gate winked out as the helicopter passed 
overhead. 

 Sue sighed as she looked over the readings. “Gone,” she 
said. “Well, we‟ve got just enough fuel to make it to an 
airstrip in the Marianas with the three of us aboard,” she said 
into her cuticator. 

 Reed‟s response resonated for the passengers. “Go 
ahead. Ben, Hank, and I will continue the work here at the 
site until you can pick us up.” 

 “I liked that yacht,” Sue said, forlorn. 

 “At least we won,” Johnny replied. “I‟ll fly up and catch 
you, I want to get home and get these scars regenerated.” A 
streak of flame rose from the island and oriented on the 
chopper. 

 “Will you three be alright here for a week?” Sue asked. 

 “Don‟t worry about a thing,” Reed replied. “I‟ll be here 
when you get back.” The line closed. 

 “Well, that‟s that,” Forge noted. 

* 

 “Here we are again,” Reed sighed as they reached the 
ruins. Ben and Hank glanced around. 

 “I for one am not averse to the notion of simply 
relaxing in the sun for a few days,” Hank said. “My fur 
prevents sunburn, and the water is delightfully refreshing in 
the tropical heat.” 

 “I could use some more study on these ruins, actually,” 
Reed said. “Consider what we have learned from this 
encounter. It is possible to move through the ley energies, 
use them for transportation. This means that there is a way 
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to interchange matter and energy, using some methodical 
triggering action or technology. That could have implications 
that could transform our lives. And, unless I miss my guess, 
those fellows were tied in to the Lin Quei,” he added with a 
satisfied smile. “That may even have been the legendary 
Shang Tsung who was rumored to have vanished three 
hundred years ago after honing the clan‟s mystical talents. In 
that case, we have struck a nerve, and that is a most pleasant 
possibility.” He was grinning as he resumed his studies. 

 Ben smiled to himself, and set out through the jungle. A 
few minutes later, he was again on the beach. He arranged 
himself, and began to meditate. 

 He remained motionless as, some time later, the 
underbrush rustled behind him. He did not move as stealthy 
padding footsteps circled him, uncertain. His eyes slowly 
opened to see a slim figure lit by the sunset. 

 Reptile stood wearing only his loincloth. His scaled hide 
glimmered iridescent in the flaring sunlight, smooth over his 
corded muscle. The expression on his alien visage was 
unreadable. He hefted a coconut, and a knife, and he 
chopped the top off and held it out to Ben. 

 Ben reached out, gravely taking the offered drink. 
Reptile chopped the top from another coconut, sheathed his 
knife, and squatted, facing the ocean. For a long while, the 
two were silent together. Reptile drank from his coconut, 
Ben simply held his. 

 Then, Reptile perked up, alert. He vanished back into 
the jungle. A minute later, Hank jogged along the surf line 
towards Ben. He closed to speaking range. 

 “There you are,” he said. “Reed and I were just thinking 
about supper. Looks like you have a head start,” he added 
with a grin, nodding at the coconut. “And I thought maybe 
you could use some company.” 

 “Indeed,” Ben said. “Some needs are universal.” He rose 
awkwardly to his feet. “Lead the way.” 
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 Behind him, deep in the jungle, something slipped 
deeper into shadow. 



 

258 

Moving Mountains 
 

Saturday, October 22, 2005 

 The thin man sat at the table, considering his newly-
arrived steak and mushroom sandwich. He glanced around 
the restaurant, and sighed slightly to himself. His dark hair 
was streaked white, pale around the temples. His close dark 
beard was salt-and-pepper, and his eyes were tired. Picking 
up the sandwich, he paused to see who hunched in through 
the door. A smile warmed his features. 

 A skinny, miserable man in a trench coat was heading 
towards his table. The newcomer had an unkempt mop of 
mousy hair, unflattering stubble on his face, and glasses that 
hid his eyes. He slipped into the chair opposite the other 
man and stared at the tablecloth. 

 “Hello, Doctor Banner,” the man with the sandwich 
said. “I‟m glad you could come.” 

 “Thanks for agreeing to see me, Strange,” Banner 
replied in his weedy, unimpressive voice. “I need your help.” 

 “Name it,” Strange said. Banner looked up as the waiter 
approached the table, and he ordered a steak and a beer. 
Strange smiled to himself, and they waited for the server to 
leave. Banner cleared his throat. 

 “I tried to commit suicide twice,” he said without 
preamble. “Last time, I drove a car off a cliff. My body 
healed itself. I had a lot of time to think things over in the 
hospital. I realized I don‟t want to die. I‟m afraid to die. But 
I‟m afraid to live, too.” Banner looked down at the table. 
“It‟s a cry for help, and you‟re the only one who might 
listen,” he mumbled. 

 “Go on,” Strange said quietly. 

 “I want you to do something about this monster. I 
almost had six good months in Barcelona before I changed. I 
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wrecked half a village and killed about fifteen people. At 
least, that‟s the report they printed in the newspaper the next 
day,” he said, looking away, his mouth twisted by bitterness. 
“I still heal up. I don‟t even keep the scars of my suicide 
attempts. The monster is so addicted to pain it drinks mine 
too. It‟s big, too big for me.” 

 “I‟m sorry,” Strange murmured, shaking his head. “I 
can‟t seal the connection off. I can‟t even tell you why. The 
situation has changed since we talked last.” 

 Banner stared at him. “You won‟t seal the connection?” 
he demanded. “Why not? I don‟t want to have this monster 
come through me when I lose control of my emotions. Last 
time you said you could fix it. At this point, I‟m willing to 
accept losing my emotions, if I could only be… safe.” 

 “I could have, then,” Strange shrugged. “But now it is 
impossible. There are other ways to deal with the monster 
inside you. You must find them.” He took a bite of his 
sandwich. 

 “Is this some kind of test?” Banner said, incredulous. 

 Strange stopped chewing, and he looked at the thin 
scientist. He swallowed his food. “Yes, in a way,” he said 
mildly. “The test is to see if you can master this on your own. 
The last time we talked about this, I gave you all the tools 
you needed to deal with the problem. You have chosen not 
to use them.” 

 “Tools?!” Banner said. “You told me to find a way to be 
present while the Wormhole was activated. You told me to 
use positive emotions to access the Wormhole instead of just 
negative ones. Well, I tried that. Meditation, recreational 
drugs, handcuffing myself to the floor. But I can‟t get to the 
same place as Wormhole when I‟m me.” His face clenched in 
a scowl. “You failed me,” he grumbled. 

 “If I knew an easier way, I‟d give it to you,” Strange said 
apologetically. “I‟m afraid that‟s the best I can do.” 
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 “That‟s not good enough,” Banner said. 

 “I can restrain you, if you care to try again,” Strange said 
inscrutably. “I can restrain you so no mortal force could 
move your body. I could induce a state where you and the 
Wormhole would confront one another. Is that what you 
want?” 

 Banner was silent, staring down at the tablecloth. 

 “Alright then,” Strange said softly. “Do not blame me 
for failing you.” He returned his attention to his sandwich. 

 “I can‟t… face the thing inside me,” Banner said. “I 
tried as hard as I could, I swear.” There was something sullen 
in his voice. “If you can‟t help me… do you know who can?” 
He raised his eyes to look at Strange, something piteous in 
his hope. 

 Strange sighed. “Charles Xavier,” he said. “Xavier is a 
mentalist who may be able to help you in ways… ways I 
cannot,” he admitted. 

 “How do I find him?” Banner asked as his steak arrived. 

 

Thursday, November 3, 2005 

 Torrents of rain lashed the ancient stone of the castle 
gate as Banner stood under the downpour. He banged on the 
heavy castle door with his walking stick again. Grumbling, he 
took a few squelching steps away, looking over the murky 
shadows of the hills he had crossed to get here before dark. 

 “Damn,” he muttered. He took a few more steps back 
away from the wall, squinting up at the lights that shone out 
of the tower‟s narrow windows. “Hello!” he shouted. He 
closed his eyes, taking deep breaths, as something stirred 
inside him. “Gotta calm down,” he whispered. 

 The gate‟s sally port opened, and a flashlight beamed 
right into Banner‟s face. 

 “What do you want,” a gruff voice demanded. 
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 “I‟m here to talk to Charles Xavier,” Banner gritted out. 
“Is he here?” 

 A pause, the flashlight still pinned on Banner‟s face. 

 “Doctor Banner?” the doorkeeper said breathlessly. “Is 
that you?” 

 “Depends,” Banner replied warily. 

 “It‟s me, Rich! Rich Ryder!” the doorkeeper said, 
lowering the flashlight beam. Banner‟s poorly adjusted eyes 
got an impression of a tall young man, who strode out 
towards him. “Man, what a surprise to see you here! What 
brings you to Muir Island?” 

 “I‟m looking for Xavier,” Banner stammered, surprised. 
“Ryder—you‟re one of those kids from New York! I sent 
you to the Project safehouse. How did that turn out?” He 
grinned. “I‟m glad to see you all in one piece!” 

 “Let‟s get inside,” Rich said as he turned. “Looks like 
you‟ve got a good sample of the local weather to welcome 
you,” he added wryly. “I‟ll explain everything over some hot 
coffee.” 

 Banner paused in the doorway, his fugitive instincts 
kicking in. His eyes narrowed. 

 All is well, Bruce Banner, a voice in his mind said clearly. 
You have come to speak with me, Charles Xavier. And I am waiting 
for you inside. There is no trap here. You are as safe here as you are 
anywhere. Probably safer. 

 Banner‟s breathing was rapid and uneven as he looked 
around. “Don‟t do that,” he muttered. Then he hunched into 
his coat and made his decision. His footsteps plashed along 
after Rich. 

* 

 The cheer of the spacious kitchen was amplified by the 
rain that gusted at the other side of the thick walls. A fire 
flickered and danced on the hearth. 
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 Rich led the way inside, shrugging out of his overcoat 
and hanging it on the coat rack by the door. Banner struggled 
out of his, looking around as he hung it on the wall. The 
door at the other end of the kitchen opened, and an 
attractive middle-aged redhead strolled in. 

 “Well look at ye, a fine pair a drowned rats ye look. 
Over by the fire, and see if we can get some warmth into yuir 
bones.” She bustled to the tea kettle on the stove as it started 
to whistle, and Banner felt somewhat bewildered as he settled 
on a chair by the fire. 

 “Xavier will be down shortly,” Rich said. 

 “Tell me about the Project,” Banner murmured, eyeing 
Rich. The young man seemed a bit taller, more solid… and 
there was something a lot older in his eyes than there had 
been before. 

 “Funny, it‟s like we only meet when it‟s raining,” Rich 
said with a faltering smile. “After we stopped you in New 
York, we headed for the safehouse. But they knew we were 
coming. We got loose… look, long story short? We wiped 
out that safehouse, and their headquarters, and we went to the 
remains of their previous headquarters. I was the only one 
who survived the whole thing,” he said seriously. 
“Fortunately, some of us bugged out before it got all lethal at 
the end.” 

 “But the Project was wiped out?” Banner pressed. 

 “If they‟ve reformed, I don‟t know about it,” Rich 
shrugged. 

 Banner felt tears press against his eyes, and he gratefully 
took the steaming cup the red-head offered him, ducking 
into his sip. A weight lifted from him, and he felt a strange 
dislocation. 

 “I‟ve been running for a long time,” Banner said softly. 
“Looks like no one is chasing me.” 
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 “Maybe you could stay with us,” Rich said suddenly. 
“This might be a good place for you.” 

 Banner looked up at his hostess. “I‟m Bruce Banner,” he 
said, sticking his skinny hand out. 

 “Moira McTaggart,” she replied with a smile. “Muir 
Castle is my home. And I‟m sharing it wi a rowdy bunch of 
misfits,” she added with a fond smile, “led by Xavier 
himself.” 

 “A rowdy bunch of misfits, indeed,” said a cultured 
voice from the doorway. Xavier walked in, and seated 
himself by the fire. “Dr. Banner. It is something of a surprise 
to see you. How did you find us here?” 

 “I was referred by another doctor,” Banner said wryly. 
“Do you know Dr. Stephen Strange?” 

 “Ah,” Xavier replied with a nod. “That‟s fine, then. You 
had me worried for a moment. I‟ve taken pains to make our 
trail here… circuitous. We don‟t expect guests.” He smiled. 
“Seems you know Rich.” 

 “He saved New York once,” Banner agreed. “You see, I 
have a problem. Inside my flesh, there‟s a trans-dimensional 
wormhole. When I lose control of my emotions, then my 
conscious self goes to another dimension. Mass comes into 
my body in its place. I become huge, and powerful, and 
mindless. When the rage subsides, I shrink back down into 
this,” he said with a bitter gesture at his scrawny frame. 

 “He kicked the crap out of us,” Rich explained, “before 
our empath calmed him down.” 

 “What ever happened to him?” Banner asked vaguely. 

 “No idea. He disappeared,” Rich shrugged. “Never 
heard from him again, after that night.” 

 Xavier said nothing, his gaze lost in the shifting fire on 
the hearth. 
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 “Doctor Banner. Is yuir supply of pills holdin out then?” 
Moira asked from behind him. Banner cranked around, 
unreadable, hiding his surprise. 

 “Pills?” he said. 

 “The pills you take to deaden yuir emotions,” she 
clarified. “Some regenerative property of yuir body grows 
back what the pills destroy. But it‟s how the transformation 
can be prevented.” Her eyes were level and calm. 

 “How do you know about that?” Banner asked, tense. 

 “I was a medical technician wi the Project for years,” she 
shrugged. “We found yuir formulae in the computer records 
and adapted it for another purpose. That‟s when I first heard 
about you.” She regarded him. “The Project named ye 
„Chimera‟.” 

 “My supply of pills is fine,” Banner said grimly. “I make 
it myself.” 

 “But you are looking for something more,” Xavier said, 
eyeing Banner. “Why did you come to find me?” 

 “I can‟t live like this. I can‟t share with the monster. I 
just want a normal life.” Banner hesitated. “Strange couldn‟t 
help me. He thought maybe you could.” 

 “May I have a look? Into your mind?” Xavier asked. “I 
could explore a little. Perhaps I could offer a 
recommendation.” 

 Rich got up and headed over to the counter, eyeing the 
fresh bread and sandwich materials laid out there. Moira 
followed him, glancing over her shoulder at the two men by 
the fire.  

 Banner nodded reluctantly, and closed his eyes. Xavier 
watched him intently, for a long minute. Then he sighed, and 
Banner‟s eyes snapped open.  
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 Xavier cleared his throat. “So much… so much rage. 
Repression. You would be dangerous even if you didn’t turn 
into a monster,” Xavier murmured. 

 “That‟s real helpful,” Banner said through his teeth. 

 “In truth, I have only felt such concentrated rage once 
before,” Xavier said reluctantly. “You see, I thought perhaps 
I could put up barriers, to help control the rage that simmers 
inside you. But your barricades are already in place. If I 
reinforced them, I‟d just be exacerbating the problem when it 
did burst free. And, sooner or later, it would.” He shook his 
head. “Backed up by the power coming through the 
wormhole, you could be… well, unstoppable.” 

 “Bottom line,” Banner said, his eyes cold. 

 Xavier paused, ordering his thoughts. “If you had a 
malady of the mind, I could resolve that,” he said. “But your 
problem is… beyond emotional. It is, for lack of a better 
term, a crisis of spirit. You are a man at war with yourself. I 
cannot fundamentally alter your nature, not without… you 
would no longer be who you are,” he clarified. “If your 
personality changed, who knows what that would do with the 
wormhole inside you. You have chosen to make the power 
an all or nothing proposition. I am reluctant to tamper with 
the balance you have struck.” 

 “You are not offering me a lot of hope,” Banner said. 
He rubbed his face. 

 Xavier considered him. “I only know of one man who 
had as much pent-up rage as you do. Somehow, he found a 
solution. I don‟t fully understand how he did it. Maybe you 
could talk to him.” 

 “Who is he,” Banner asked wearily. 

 Xavier paused. “Seeing your power, I am tempted. I am 
tempted to see if I could control your beast. To keep you 
here with us. We are a collection of individuals with unusual 
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powers. I am working on ways for us to live in the world 
safely. You are a poster child for our mission.” 

 “But you‟re sending me away,” Banner clarified. 

 “On the contrary,” Xavier said with a small smile. “I 
would be delighted if you would stay with us. But you would 
not, would you.” 

 “I guess not,” Banner sighed. 

 “There is no peace in you,” Xavier said. “You are a 
prisoner of your fear, and everywhere you go the walls close 
in sooner or later. You can never escape what you fear most, 
because everywhere you go, there you are.” He leaned back. 
“You are a puzzle. I hope you come back to us at some 
point, when you‟re ready for what we‟re offering.” 

 “You don‟t think I am,” Banner said, looking into the 
fire. 

 “You could find quiet here,” Xavier agreed. “But not 
peace.” 

 “So who is this person you‟re sending me to,” Banner 
asked, resigned. 

 “Cain Marko. He‟s my half brother,” Xavier murmured. 
“He was… well, angry. A lot. Worked his way through 
military academies, juvenile detention, gangs, prison. He was 
a troubled soul, and eventually he left the country and 
traveled the world. Ended up in Tibet,” Xavier said. “Look 
for him around Lhasa. They call him the Giant.” 

 “I don‟t have the airfare,” Banner said bluntly. 

 “I‟ll give it to you,” Xavier countered. Banner stared at 
him blankly. “What do you have to lose?” Xavier asked 
softly. 

 Banner hung his head, unable to answer. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 
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Sometime in late November 

 Banner huddled into his parka. “What do I have to 
lose,” he muttered. “Great.” 

 He hiked along the ice-crusted trail, following the old 
man up the mountain. “How much further, Chot?” he called 
out. 

 “Not far, meesta,” Chot called back. “You tired? Need 
rest?” 

 “Need rest,” Banner agreed, slumping against a rock. 
“There‟s no air up here,” he grumbled, wheezing. 

 His guide joined him, his face closed in a permanent 
squint by the glare off the ice. “You look for Giant, we very 
close,” he said. “See tracks ahead.” 

 “Great,” Banner said. “Why do they call him Giant?” 

 “He is,” Chot shrugged. “Come. Come see track.” 

 Banner pushed himself off the rock, and stumbled up 
the trail after his guide. 

 “This is nuts,” he muttered. “I‟m hiking around in Tibet 
looking for some goofy mystic to fix my problems.” He 
shook his head. “That even sounds stupid.” 

 Banner forced his scrawny, chilled body up over the 
next rise. The gorgeous vista of frigid mountain stretched 
away before him, but he found his ability to appreciate the 
beauty had been frozen solid some time in the last week. 

 Chot crouched over something in the snow. Banner 
staggered up next to him and looked down, then he blinked. 

 “That‟s a big footprint,” he observed. 

 “Verra big.” 

 “That‟s gotta be two feet long,” Banner breathed. “How 
big is this giant supposed to be?” 
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 “Verra, verra big,” Chot said wisely. Then his eyes 
widened. “You got friends here?” he asked uncertainly. 

 “I don‟t have any friends,” Banner said sourly as he 
turned to look for what Chot saw. He peered down the 
slope, and saw three figures following the trail of big 
footprints towards them. 

 The trackers spotted Chot and Banner, and picked up 
the pace. 
 “I don‟t like this,” Banner muttered. “Let‟s go.” 

 “No,” Chot said. “They would catch us. You run slow. 
Maybe we should just see what they want.” 

 Banner hunched in his coat, unconvinced, but also 
unwilling to strain at running. The three figures closed in, 
slowing. They spoke rapidly in Mandarin Chinese, and Chot 
answered them. They consulted briefly with each other as 
Chot looked on, nervous. The trackers wore Chinese military 
uniforms, their faces were inscrutable. 

 Then their leader spun around and fired a bullet through 
Chot‟s head, the pistol report a sharp crack in the stillness. 
He turned the gun on Banner, who flopped down in the 
snow, slipping in his urgency to escape. Three bullets plowed 
into Banner‟s thin torso. The trackers nodded, and continued 
on after the Giant. 

 Banner lay in the snow, sprawled awkwardly, bleeding. 
He could not force his limbs to move. The pain was 
unbearable. As the life faded from him, draining through the 
bullet holes, he prayed to die. 

 His prayer was denied. 

 Of its own accord, his hand balled into a fist as he 
slipped into darkness. His torso stopped bleeding. A tearing 
rip announced the rupture of his parka as he swelled within 
it. The ground trembled with his bestial coughing grunt. 

 Banner‟s head raised, but nothing sane looked out 
through his eyes. His forehead was not keeping up with the 
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growth of the rest of his head. Massive eyebrow bones were 
jutting out, his jaw was thickening, he was already three times 
as heavy as Banner, and more mass kept flowing into him 
and twisting to muscle. 

 The bad men. The bad men shot him. 

 Wormhole sprang to his feet and unleashed a mighty 
roar of fury. His skin thickened and toughened, turning gray, 
already bulletproof. 

 The three soldiers had not made it thirty meters yet; they 
stopped, turning to see Wormhole rearing up over a bloody 
patch of snow and the scattered remains of Banner‟s clothes.  

 The soldiers‟ outlines shimmered, and their cloaking 
holograms fell away as one of them tossed the pistol aside. 
Three sleek black armor suits stood in the snow considering 
Wormhole, unafraid. They had featureless black helmets, and 
nodules and armor over a peculiar black mesh-like substance. 
They closed in on Wormhole. 

 Two of them swung wide, flanking Wormhole. He was 
now two meters tall. The third stood its ground and fired a 
two-fisted repulsor blast into Wormhole. The massive 
creature didn‟t bother to dodge. Wormhole took the hit, and 
it sheared a cylinder right through him. Cored, the monster 
blinked twice and toppled over, a pale goopy blood gushing 
out. The three armors straightened, their holograms 
flickering back on, once again Chinese soldiers. They 
returned to tracking. 

 They made it almost half a kilometer before a whistling 
sound distracted them. They realized something was 
incoming as Wormhole crashed down out of the sky, 
smashing one of the armors. He was now three meters tall, 
his skin reflective with the chitinous plates that were 
embedded in it. Roaring, the monster yanked the armor out 
from under its feet and gripped it, ripping it in half before it 
could deploy countermeasures. As Wormhole flung the 
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pieces away, there was a faint pop and sizzle, and only dust 
and shards of armor landed as the remains self-destructed. 

 A sonic drill hit the Wormhole square in the chest. It 
would splinter the ribcage and spine of a human, liquefying 
the organs. On Wormhole, the drill cracked his chest, 
winding him. The other armor raised its palms, and a pair of 
molecular acid jets sprayed the monster. Wormhole roared 
with fury, hoarse from the sonic attack, his skin sizzling and 
popping as the acid ate into him. 

 With a hop, Wormhole was next to the acid-spewing 
armor. It dove to the side as he swatted at it with a backhand; 
the blow was glancing, firing the armor into a snowbank. The 
other armor redoubled the sonic attack, aiming for 
Wormhole‟s head, staggering him. Wormhole reeled back, 
then snatched a boulder and spun, flinging it with enough 
force to cave in a tank‟s armor. 

 The armor nimbly danced aside, keeping the attack up. 
Wormhole screamed with pain as his teeth shattered in the 
sonic assault, and he sprang towards the armor. 

 Dropping the sonics to backflip away, the armor wasn‟t 
fast enough. Wormhole snatched a leg, and tugged hard, 
jerking the armor off balance and upside down. Wormhole 
slapped at it, not gently, and the leg was torn clean off as the 
rest of the body was batted away. 

 Behind Wormhole, the other suit of armor rose up and 
splayed its fingers. It seemed unhurt. The fingertips clicked 
open, and the armor charged, swiping towards Wormhole. 
Too thin to be seen, the monomolecular whips glinted with a 
strange flash of curving light as they slid through the air and 
carved Wormhole‟s armor. Bellowing, Wormhole jerked with 
the pain. White glop spurted out of the pressurized armor 
that had swelled around the beast. 

 Chunks of Wormhole fell off, sliced clear, as the 
behemoth pivoted to face the armor. More mass was pouring 
into the monster, and even as the armor slashes were sealing, 
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the armor itself grew more dense, twisting down into 
hardened worls. Snarling challenge, Wormhole sprang at the 
armor, and it dove out of the way and sprinted with 
Wormhole hot on its heels. 

 The other armor, now missing a leg, reached out and 
gripped an icy boulder. Its black-armored hand pressed 
against the rock, then a stain of darkness spread over the 
boulder. It became non-reflective, glimmering black, like the 
material inside the armor. Then it fell to dust, and new mesh 
curved and coiled out in the snow, from the armor‟s hip 
socket. The mesh wove around itself, firming up, shaped, 
and a moment later the armor rose with two legs once again. 

 Just in time. The other suit of armor caught a hit to the 
back, and hissed through the air to bang into the rock face by 
the track. Rebounding, nearly crushed, the armor thudded 
down in the snow and feebly twitched. The other armor rose, 
confronting Wormhole. 

 First the armor modulated a swelling chime that 
disrupted Wormhole‟s inner ear. As the monster charged, he 
keeled over and plowed through the snow, unable to orient 
on the black armor. The armor flexed, and one hand merged 
into an armor-piercing stiletto. Racing forward, the armor 
poised over Wormhole, lethal energy arcing along the length 
of the weapon. It plunged down, puncturing Wormhole‟s 
armored chest, sinking into the meat of his heart. 

 Wormhole coughed with pain, then clapped, catching 
the armor in the middle of the massive blow. The armor was 
ground apart as he mished his palms together. A faint crackle 
tickled in the Wormhole‟s grip. Shards and dust were all that 
remained of the armor. At once, Wormhole regained his 
balance, and he rolled to his feet to face off with the last suit 
of armor as his chest healed with a faint sucking sound. 

 The remaining suit of armor considered for a moment, 
then sprinted away, a holographic field twitching around it 
and masking it visually. 
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 Wormhole narrowed his eyes, ready to spring after it, 
then he paused. He slowly turned. 

 At the crest of the hill, a silhouette stood against the sky. 
A huge silhouette. Giant. 

 Wormhole roared challenge, and an avalanche slid down 
the mountainside across the valley. The giant watched 
impassively. Hairless, the giant‟s head seemed too small for 
the vastness of his muscled body. His eyes were barely 
visible, a gleam in his dark outline against the brightness of 
the sky. Wormhole paused, uncertain, then pounced. His fist 
whooshed down at the giant. 

 And stopped. 

 The giant raised a hand and caught Wormhole‟s 
incoming fist, blocking it with a meaty crack that echoed 
along the mountainside. The giant let go, feet planted, 
unmoved. 

 Wormhole bawled frustration, and rushed his shoulder 
at the giant. The giant shifted his weight, his hand darting out 
to deflect Wormhole‟s rush; Wormhole charged over the 
giant‟s unmoving leg and toppled, shoving a trench in the 
pale mantle of snow. 

 As Wormhole shot up to his feet, whirling, he saw the 
giant sitting cross-legged in the snow, expression oddly 
serene. Again, Wormhole roared challenge, and again, the 
giant did not respond. Wormhole stared for a long moment. 
The giant‟s eyes slid half closed, and he seemed to be lost to 
meditation. Wormhole grunted, unsettled. 

 “Who are you?” the giant asked, his voice a low rumble. 

 “Wormhole,” the monster mouthed. 

 The giant simply nodded, and sat motionless. Wormhole 
looked around, feeling peculiar; the cold of the mountains bit 
in. Unsure, Wormhole awkwardly knelt in the snow, huge 
and lethal hands splayed on his legs palm-up.  Wormhole 



 

   273 

looked around, unseeing. Time slid away, and the sun sank 
over the horizon. Brilliant stars glowed to life overhead. 

 The battle was over, but reverting to Banner could result 
in frozen death; the triggers in Wormhole jammed, so the 
portal did what it always did. It siphoned what it needed 
from the dimension that connected it to Prime. 

 “What—what goes on here?” Wormhole grumbled. 
The giant‟s eyes lazily slid open. 

 “Who are you?” the giant asked softly. 

 “Wormhole?” replied the monster, unsure. “Who?” 
The monster pointed at the giant. 

 “Space is what we use, what we live in. We build with 
matter, but we use the space inside. A shoe is no good 
without room for the foot. A solid house is worthless. A cup 
with no bowl holds nothing.” 

 Wormhole frowned, but made no other move. The 
moon glowed, silent. 

 Then the giant rose. “Come to my house,” the giant 
rumbled. Wormhole scrabbled up, looking around, then 
followed the receding bulk of the giant. Measuring out a long 
stride, the giant led Wormhole over the ridge, down, around 
the frozen rocks. He eventually ended up outside a cave that 
looked like he dug it himself. He trudged inside, and busied 
himself with the dying remains of a fire. Wormhole 
cautiously entered, looking around, feeling oddly out of place 
in a room with furniture and trappings scaled close to his 
huge size. 

 The fire crackled, flaring light out of the hearth, built up. 
The giant rose, turning to face Wormhole. 

 “To a student,” he muttered, “an apple is an apple. To a 
teacher, an apple is no longer an apple. To a master, an apple 
is, once again… an apple.” He sighed, and shook his head. 
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 Wormhole‟s forehead clenched quizzically. Most of the 
armor that had hardened around him had been reabsorbed, 
and he was smaller now, no bigger than the giant. He 
struggled, not knowing what to do. 

 “It‟s alright,” the giant rumbled. Then he opened his 
hand, and passed it through the air before Wormhole‟s face. 
“Sleep. Now.” 

 All faded to darkness. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

The Next Day 

 A creeping chill woke Banner. He snuggled deeper into 
the rough blanket, but it was no use. Eventually, he opened 
his eyes, shivering slightly. A fire flickered on the hearth, and 
he was on a huge wooden frame, wrapped in wool blankets. 
A cave. And the bitter cold outside dropped the temperature 
to almost unbearable levels, even in shelter. Banner‟s teeth 
chattered as he gasped, his breath lost somewhere between 
the shock and the thin atmosphere. 

 The crump of heavy footsteps through snow got 
Banner‟s attention, and he looked around wildly. He saw no 
weapons. His tattered memory struggled—the endless trek, 
Chot, the bullet cracking through his guide, then the gun 
firing again, again… The Wormhole opening. Banner‟s teeth 
chattered hollowly, and he gripped at the blanket as fear 
coursed through him. 

 The giant strode through the doorway, carrying an 
armload of wood. “Who are you?” he asked as he saw 
Banner, tiny in the bed. 

 “B-Bruce B-B-Banner,” the small man managed. 

 “You better grow up,” the giant observed. “If you stay 
that small, you‟re likely to freeze, even when I get this fire 
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going. My home is not made for little people.” He turned his 
back on Banner and methodically built up the fire. 

 “Not s-so s-simple,” Banner shivered. 

 The giant looked over at him. 

 “W-wormhole happens w-when I‟m knocked out,” 
Banner explained. Then his eyes widened. “Don‟t!” he 
exclaimed as he saw what the giant was thinking. 

 The giant just smiled, fed more wood in the fire, and 
rose to his full impressive height. Turning his back on 
Banner, he crossed the room and lowered himself to the 
floor, crossing his legs in lotus position. He let his eyes slide 
closed, and Banner felt alone in the cave. 

 The cold bit deeper, in spite of the fire. 

 Huddling into the blanket, feeling helpless, Banner felt 
sleep creep over him. 

 He should have died. 

 Instead, the large and misshapen gray monster 
scrambled up, some time later. Rage simmered in Wormhole 
as he stared around. 

 The giant‟s eyes opened. “Who are you?” he rumbled. 

 “Wormhole!” shouted the beast. 

 The giant‟s eyes drifted closed again. Growling, 
Wormhole stepped forward and slung a punch into the 
meditating giant. The blow landed hard, flinging the giant 
back to rebound from the wall, cracking it. The giant‟s eyes 
opened again, and there was nothing of rage or pain in them. 
Howling, Wormhole slung another hit down, and the giant 
did not rise to meet it. Instead, the giant‟s hand snapped up, 
deflecting the punch. Wormhole kicked, and that too was 
deflected. Growling, Wormhole stared at the giant. 

 The giant‟s eyes closed, and he breathed deeply. 
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 Wormhole bawled challenge at him, but the giant did 
not respond. 

 Awkward, Wormhole looked around the room. He 
broke the bed with a single swipe, and looked over at the 
giant, but there was no reaction. Seriously unsettled, 
Wormhole could not again switch places with Banner; he was 
not out of danger. So again he was puzzled, and that drew a 
power besides raw force from the dimension beyond. 

 “Nuggh,” Wormhole grunted. “Big man make 
angry.” 

 Again the giant‟s eyes opened. “What?” 

 Wormhole frowned, “Man stupid. Make Wormhole 
want to punch man.” 

 “What?” the giant repeated. 

 “I want to punch you, stupid man!” Wormhole 
roared. 

 “But you do not,” the giant pointed out. 

 “You are a stupid man!” Wormhole bellowed. “You 
make me angry!” 

 “No,” the giant replied quietly. “You are already angry.” 
He rose, his hands open and at his sides. “Who are you?” 

 Wormhole growled, tensing. 

 “You can tell me,” the giant said. “If you think about it, 
you know the answer. You always have.” 

 Wormhole‟s brow creased. “I—I am—” and again he 
frowned. Roared. 

 The giant was unmoved. 

 Utterly at a loss, Wormhole pivoted and sprang, racing 
out of the cave, running along the mountainside. 

 The giant settled back down, and resumed meditating. 

* 
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 The giant had just finished mending the bed frame when 
the shadows of the night gave way to Wormhole; the 
monster shouldered into the cave, and glowered at the giant. 

 “Food,” he growled. “Hungry.” 

 “You don‟t need food,” the giant replied. “Pull 
nourishment from elsewhere.” 

 “You eat?” Wormhole growled. 

 “What?” 

 “Do you eat?” Wormhole insisted. 

 “I too draw my nourishment from elsewhere,” the giant 
said. He tossed the massive bed frame in place, and crossed 
the room to sit on a floor cushion. “Sit down.” 

 Wormhole looked around uneasily, then lowered himself 
to sit on the floor. 

 “Who are you?” the giant asked intently, looking 
Wormhole in the eye. 

 “Not—not easy,” Wormhole growled. 

 “What?” 

 “It is not easy!” Wormhole snarled. 

 The giant waited. 

 “I—am broken,” Wormhole grunted. “Mixed.” 

 The giant hesitated, then nodded. He picked up a box 
from the shelf at his side, and he opened it. Reaching in, he 
reverently drew out a glowing shard. The crystal fit neatly in 
his palm, a rectangular chunk that glowed faintly with ruddy 
light. 

 “This is for you,” the giant said softly. “It will grant you 
your deepest wish, then it will give you a new one.” He 
offered it to Wormhole, who eyed it suspiciously. 

 “What is it?” Wormhole asked. 



 

278 

 “It is the Shard of Cttrock,” the giant replied. “It has 
granted my wish, and given me a new one. It has given me 
strength, nourishment, and peace for almost twenty years.” 
He paused. “It is time for me to release it. And I choose 
you.” 

 Wormhole stared at the crystal, uneasy and fascinated at 
the same time. “Red.” 

 “Yes,” the giant nodded, something sad in his eyes. 
“Red. I once thought it was the color of rage, of blood, of 
destruction. Now, I see that it is also the color of warmth. Of 
life. Even in this cold place.” He paused. “Even for you.” 

 Wormhole sat motionless, staring at the crystal, mind 
struggling harder to grasp the ideas before the monster. 

 “Who are you?” the giant murmured. 

 “Are you scared?” Wormhole said slowly, wrestling to 
make words, to deal with ideas. “I am from another world. 
Maybe I take this world with my wish.” 

 The giant regarded him steadily, his hand still offered 
and open, the priceless treasure resting on his palm. 

 Wormhole reluctantly reached out, then picked the 
crystal up. Stared into its flickering depths. Then he looked 
quizzically at the giant. 

 “It takes time,” the giant explained. “Be patient.” 

 Wormhole hunched over, staring into the crystal. Beside 
him, unnoticed, the giant closed his eyes and bowed his head. 

 

Weeks later. 

 The giant stood on the ridge, watching the sun rise 
above the stone walls of the mountains. He heard Wormhole 
crunching through the snow, approaching. 

 “Who are you?” the giant asked quietly. 
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 “You ask me that every day,” Wormhole replied. 
“I’m Bruce Banner, and Wormhole. You think I need a 
new name or something?” 

 The giant just smiled. “I‟m glad the Crystal of Cttrock 
worked for you,” he said. He looked over at Wormhole, who 
was roughly the same size and shape he was. “The time has 
come for me to leave.” 

 “What?” Wormhole said, shocked. 

 The giant nodded. “When I first came to the crystal, my 
wish was to have the strength to destroy anyone who got in 
my way. The crystal granted my wish,” he added, his eyes lost 
to the distant horizon. “But it gave me a new wish. Now I 
wish I had the strength to do what is right. And… now that 
you are here, now that I have found someone else to protect 
the crystal… the time has come for me to find a way to grant 
my new wish.” 

 “I will help you,” Wormhole said. “Nothing could 
withstand the two of us.” 

 “It‟s not that simple,” the giant said. “You have a more 
difficult task. You see… those things that you fought, the 
day I found you. They were looking for me. They were 
looking for the crystal. And they must not get it.” He turned 
and looked Wormhole in the eye. “No, you must protect the 
crystal. Keep it safe, until you find someone else who needs 
it. As long as you remember me, I will live on.” 

 “This conversation has taken a morbid turn,” the 
big gray beast rumbled. “I can’t let you walk into certain 
death.” 

 “I wish I could explain.” The giant sighed as he looked 
out over the mountains. “For me, it took almost a year for 
the crystal to fully grant my wish. I am pleased to see that 
you have taken to it faster.” 

 “I am only now beginning to understand what I 
wished,” Wormhole admitted. “I wished for control. 
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Freedom from fear. I can’t help but wonder what my 
new wish will be.” 

 “Give it time,” the giant murmured. “It will come to you 
when you least expect it, as a quiet thought. But it will stay. It 
will grow. And you will recognize it for what it is, when the 
time comes. I did not understand my own until I saw you. 
Until I felt your rage.” 

 “I know people,” Wormhole said earnestly. “I know 
this doctor in New York. Or your half brother, Charles 
Xavier.” 

 “Xavier sent you?” the giant said, startled. Wormhole 
nodded. 

 “He said you might be able to help me. He said you 
were the only other person he knew of who had rage like 
mine.” 

 “Well, he was right, in his way,” the giant reflected. He 
shook his head. “I want you to leave first,” he said calmly. 
“Today. For tomorrow I begin a journey of my own.” He 
swallowed hard. “Please… if it‟s on the way… remember me 
to Xavier. Tell him I found peace.” 

 “I can’t let you commit suicide. We only just met. 
You still don’t know who I am,” Wormhole said, trying to 
keep the tone light as something inside him twisted. “I have 
the power to stop you.” 

 “Actually,” the giant said, “I‟m pretty sure I have the 
strength to destroy anyone who gets in my way.” He took no 
pride in the idea, but it was a solid fact in his mind. 

 “I tend to get up after I’m destroyed,” Wormhole 
growled. 

 The giant‟s eyes were clear as he looked at Wormhole. “I 
gave you the crystal. In return, I require you to guard it, and 
to let me go.” 
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 “Gratitude and honor are cold comforts when you 
lose your friends,” Wormhole said flatly. “I don’t have 
enough friends in this world to let any of them die.” 

 They stood together, quiet, tension humming in the 
wind that flowed around them. The giant faced Wormhole. 

 “Twenty years ago, I was confronted with the right thing 
to do. And I fled in terror. I found my way here, and I‟ve 
been in hiding for so long I can barely remember my life 
before this place. Every day is an echo of the choice I could 
not make. Every night is filtered through the memory of my 
cowardice. Where I am going, strength will not be enough to 
make amends. I cannot take you,” he said simply. “And I am 
not truly alive while this task remains unfinished.” He 
paused. “Maybe someday you will understand.” 

 “Like hell—” Wormhole growled, before the uppercut 
fired him up into the air, spinning helplessly, tumbling 
through the sky as his broken skull and wrenched spine and 
torn neck muscles screamed agony. He drifted in and out of 
consciousness as he whooshed through the air; he had not 
been ready for a fight, he had had barely enough muscle 
mass to survive the sneak attack. And the giant had known 
that. 

 He was furious when he crashed down two kilometers 
away, over a ridge, and down in a valley. 

 Wormhole rose, desperately drawing on his anger. 
Sadness polluted it, made it brittle and unsatisfying. 

 “My friend,” he whispered as his heart cracked. 

 Of course, he searched for signs of the giant‟s passage. 

 Of course, there was no trail to follow. 

 Eventually, a kind of gravity pulled at the guardian of 
the crystal, drawing him back towards civilization. 

 He left something of himself in the mountains. 
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January, 2006 

 Banner trudged at the head of a long line of footprints, 
plowing through the snow towards the forbidding heap of 
Muir Castle. He rapped on the door with his walking stick, 
and it was immediately opened. 

 “Doctor Banner!” Rich said with a wide smile. “You 
look—healthy. Come on in!” 

 Banner smiled at the young man as he passed through 
the castle door. “I went to Tibet. Found myself, you could 
say.” 

 “That‟s great news,” Rich nodded. “Hey, did you want 
to see Xavier?” 

 “Yes, that would be good,” Banner said. “I have a 
message for him.” 

 “He‟s in the dining hall right now, helping Moira with 
cleaning the trophy cases. It‟s a dirty job, but somebody has 
to do it,” he said as he led Banner towards the keep. “Moira 
said that the condition of us using the place is that we help 
restore it. We were all like, „Sure!‟ I think she suckered us, 
that‟s what I think.” 

 “Well, at least you can fly and heft great weights,” 
Banner grinned. “Think about how bad the original owners 
had it. I mean, somebody built this thing with dozens of 
peasants and wheelbarrows.” 

 “You have a point,” Rich shrugged. He glanced at 
Banner sideways. “So do you plan to stay this time?” 

 “I think—I think I have business elsewhere,” Banner 
said vaguely. “And I also think that my condition has 
stabilized. I now have choices I haven‟t had in a long, long 
time.” 

 A few minutes later, they crossed the threshold into the 
dining hall. Ancient tapestries hung from the rafters, 
rendered nearly faceless by time and dust. The trophy case 
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had spilled its contents all over the room, and several people 
sat at the trestle tables polishing and cleaning. 

 Xavier looked up with a smile. “Doctor Banner!” he 
said. “You are…different.” 

 “Your brother granted my wish,” Banner said, settling 
on a bench opposite Xavier. “I am one, now. Me.” Banner 
paused. “I came here because your brother asked me to.” 

 “Really,” Xavier said, wary. 

 “He wanted me to say goodbye to you. On his behalf. 
He entrusted me with his most prized possession, and he 
asked me to remember him to you. He—he wanted you to 
know he found peace.” Banner did not look away. “He said 
he was going to do the right thing, and I could tell he didn‟t 
expect to survive it.” 

 Xavier leaned back. “May I?” he asked. 

 Banner nodded, and for a moment there was a charged 
silence as Xavier touched through Banner‟s memories; the 
cold, Chot‟s death, the suits of armor, the splotchy gaps in 
memory, the giant, the crystal… the look of resignation, the 
sucker-punch. 

 Xavier looked Banner over. The bags under his eyes 
were missing. He wore a short beard. He had gained twenty 
pounds of muscle, and his eyes were clear. He was like a 
different person. 

 “That‟s quite a story,” Xavier said. The crystal’s secret is safe 
with me, he added mentally, and Banner nodded. 

 “I knew you would understand,” Banner replied softly. 
“Every day, your brother asked me who I was.” He looked at 
the distance that only he could see. “I need to find a better 
answer for him. Because I‟m still hearing that question.” He 
looked Xavier in the eye. “I‟m going to New York. But I 
would rest easier knowing I could come back here if I had 
to.” 



 

284 

 “Any time,” Xavier replied with a nod. Banner smiled. 

 

 Hours later, he was again trudging away from Castle 
Muir. As the snow dazzled his eyes, he could again feel the 
question, an echo that bounded and rebounded in his heart. 
Who are you? 

 “I can‟t tell you,” Banner said, his eyes tearing from the 
brilliance around him. “So I will show you.” 

 He vanished into the snowy hills. 

 


