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  Peter Parker rubbed his bleary eyes as he ascended the subway steps into the bright daylight of early fall. As he crossed the street, a loud, repetitive clanging noise caught his attention.


  Clang! Cling-clang! SHING! 


  “Typical Parker luck,” he muttered, pulling his mask on, the chrome-plated lenses cutting the harsh rays of the midday sun. He crept toward the ongoing sounds. When he finally got a good look at the action he paused in shock, barely able to believe what he was seeing.


  Loki and Venom were engaged in an epic swordfight, if you could call it that. Loki carried a sword, but Venom wielded a broken off streetlamp. As he exchanged brutal blows with the Asgardian, black symbiotic tendrils extended from his back, holding aloft a hose that dribbled a disgusting green glop onto the ground. Its other end terminated at the Oscorp tanker truck.


  Peter knew he needed to put a stop to this, but he wasn’t sure which side to take…
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  To Emily and Jen, with gratitude for the sanity-saving pandemic talks.




  Part One


  A Growing Storm




  One


  Eddie Brock’s stomach rumbled. He stopped in the middle of the busy New York City sidewalk and tried to remember the last time he’d eaten, eliciting annoyed glares and swear words from the pedestrians who had to go around him. He didn’t even notice. He’d been working long nights in the seedy local paper’s bullpen on a column about the club scene, and the days had melted together. He squinted up at the sun as if that might clue him in on the date. Was it really Thursday afternoon? He’d had steak and eggs at a greasy spoon on… Tuesday?


  It didn’t take super-senses to pick up on the delicious smells that wafted down the street. Ever since Sal’s Pizza had opened up beneath his apartment the entire block had been coated in a miasma of scrumptiousness, an irresistible pepperoni haze of monstrous proportions. It seeped through his open windows and haunted his dreams.


  His stomach growled again.


  Let’s get pizza, Eddie, said his Other, its voice echoing in his mind. We’re hungry.


  He almost replied aloud but cut himself off before he squeaked out more than a syllable. People got edgy when you held conversations with yourself, even in Brooklyn. If he explained that he was talking to the alien symbiote that lived inside his head, they’d shove him into a hospital bed before he could blink. He needed to hold it together, but that had gotten more difficult lately.


  You also need pizza, persisted the symbiote. If you don’t take care of us, I will.


  “Yeah, yeah,” Eddie muttered, but he couldn’t muster up much heat. No matter how bad things got, or how far he fell down, at least he wasn’t alone.


  He went into the restaurant and bought himself a medium pepperoni from Sal, who gave him a wide smile under his slick white mustache.


  “Medium pep for Brock!” he shouted towards the kitchen. “Add some extra meat to that one, because this guy looks like he might waste away from hunger!”


  “Thanks,” said Eddie.


  The old man squinted at him, his happy expression fading into concern.


  “You OK?” he asked.


  “Peachy. Why do you ask?”


  “You got blood on your shirt.”


  Startled, Eddie glanced down to see a gory spray across the front of his plain T-shirt. After he’d interviewed the owner of Broadway10, a hot new nightclub in a historic old theater, he’d run across a couple of guys who fancied themselves carjackers. He must have gotten a little carried away. But they’d been breathing when he left. He was almost sure of it.


  They deserved it, said his Other. Hunting in our city.


  But we hunted them back. It’s no different, he thought in return.


  Hunting kids is bad. Hunting predators is right. And fun. You know it was fun, Eddie.


  The Venom symbiote was right. He didn’t regret stepping in. But sometimes he couldn’t remember what happened when he transformed. After the carjackers, things became hazy. He’d passed out in the alleyway behind the club at some point, but he wasn’t exactly sure when or what he’d done afterwards. He didn’t like those holes in his memory. Venom didn’t understand human morality, and sometimes things went too far for Eddie’s comfort. Maybe that was why he couldn’t remember. He didn’t want to.


  Sal’s rheumy eyes searched his face in worry. Eddie pasted a smile on his face. He’d never liked liars, but he’d always been a good one.


  “Oh, that?” he said, laying it on thick. “You know how people are always talking about the alligators in the sewers? One of them crawled up through my toilet this morning.”


  Sal relaxed, shaking his head. “That so?” he asked.


  “Yep. I wrestled it down, stuck my feet inside, and made it into a pair of boots right on the spot. It must have nicked me, though.”


  Sal leaned forward over the edge of the counter to cast a significant look at his feet, which were encased in battered boots of the non-alligator type. He arched one eloquent eyebrow. Eddie shrugged.


  “They didn’t go with this outfit,” he said.


  Chuckling, the old man fetched his pizza and handed it over. “Guess you need your calories, if you’re gonna be fighting ’gators. Here you go. You take care.”


  “Thanks.”


  The bell jingled as Eddie pushed through the door, glancing at the time. If he ate quickly, he could catch a nap before he had to work on that column. He pulled out one perfect slice, drooping under the weight of the cheese, and stuffed the end into his mouth.


  Heaven, Eddie, said Venom.


  “You got that right,” he muttered.


  He chewed, closing his eyes in blissful appreciation. His gustatory delight carried him across the street, where he was narrowly missed by a crosstown bus. He skirted the honking vehicle and continued down the sidewalk, chowing down steadily as he went. He was halfway through a second slice when his blissful food-coma-in-the-making was interrupted by the sight of Loki Laufeyson behind the wheel of an Oscorp chemical truck.


  He stopped in his tracks, frowning. Dread filled him. The Asgardian did not belong on the streets of New York City, and he definitely didn’t belong behind the wheel of one of Norman Osborn’s vehicles. Eddie didn’t like the implied idea of a partnership between the two of them one bit. As he stared, the cheese slid off his half-eaten slice of pizza and splatted onto the ground, unnoticed.


  Eddie made it a habit to keep on top of the local action. Reporting and lethal protecting were both easier when he knew the current players. He’d heard through the grapevine that Loki was in town. The Asgardian’s profile – the pale, angular face framed by long, dark hair and topped with a golden headdress – was unmistakable. Eddie debated punching his face in as a precautionary measure. The trickster god brought chaos with him wherever he went.


  The Oscorp truck only put him more on edge. Norman Osborn was bad news, and Eddie loathed him almost as much as he did Peter Parker. Maybe Loki had just swiped the first truck he’d seen, but Eddie had been around the block too many times to believe in coincidence. He crammed the rest of the crust into his mouth without noticing the absence of toppings, tucked the pizza box under his arm, and followed the truck. He dodged through masses of pedestrians, losing himself in their numbers, keeping a careful eye on the vehicle lest he lose it in the dense city traffic.


  Loki maneuvered down the street, past rows of cars parked bumper to bumper, before backing into a narrow alleyway between an auto body shop and a shuttered electronics repair place. The space was so tight that the side mirrors nearly scraped the brick on either side, but he guided the vehicle with supernatural precision. Eddie craned his neck as he strolled on by, but he couldn’t stand at the mouth of the alley and rubberneck without Loki spotting him. He’d have to take another approach.


  To do that, he would need to transform. To merge with his Other. To become Venom.


  The mere thought of it sent adrenaline coursing through his veins. If he could, he would bond with his symbiote all of the time, riding high on the sense of common purpose and the strength their merger lent him. But turning into Venom sometimes left him with holes in his memory and blood on his hands. He tried to tell himself that the blood belonged to someone who had deserved it. Sometimes he even believed it.


  But he needed the symbiote, whether he liked it or not, and he reveled in the power that flowed through him when they merged.


  He relaxed the iron-clad hold he kept on himself, allowing the symbiote to ascend. Alien biomass seeped from his pores, chilly tendrils creeping over his skin like he was drowning in a pool of cold slime. At first, the transformation had overwhelmed him. But now he welcomed the sensation. The symbiote merged its body with his, building slabs of muscle on top of his already substantial frame. Slick pseudopods closed over his face, stretching his mouth into a giant maw. His teeth lengthened, growing to razor points.


  The transformation didn’t hurt a bit. In fact, it felt great.


  He looked around for a proper vantage point. The auto repair building stood about five stories tall, with dark, shuttered windows flanked by rusted air conditioners. The other building on the opposite side of the alley was short enough that he might be spotted looking over the edge. That made the decision easy. A quick flick of his wrist sent a stream of symbiote-generated webbing to the top of the taller building. He swung up to the top of the building before he could attract attention. Underneath his arm, the pizza shifted in its box, but that couldn’t be helped. A scrambled pizza was better than none at all.


  When he reached the roof, he set the box down carefully atop a vent pipe. Hopefully the curious pigeons would hold off long enough for him to figure out what mischief Loki was up to.


  Far below him, the truck door slammed. He leaned over the edge of the building to take stock of the situation just in time to see a giant metallic dumpster flying straight toward his head. He threw himself to the side, dodging instinctively. The trash receptacle scraped along his bicep, but the symbiote easily absorbed the damage. The dumpster landed with a deafening clang just a few short feet behind him, scattering flecks of dirty green paint and bits of rusted metal. As it rolled to a noisy stop, it knocked the pizza box down, narrowly missing the pipe, and squashed the pizza beneath its bulk. The box crunched flat, emitting one last gasp of delectable pepperoni steam.


  Venom threw his head back, screeching in fury.


  “That was mine!” he yelled.


  In lieu of an answer, a lamppost came hurtling towards him, borne aloft by an eerie greenish glow, wires trailing from the bottom where it had been ripped from the street. A swing of one mighty arm sent it careening off to one side. The magic user couldn’t keep this up forever. Either he’d have to move out into the street in search of more things to throw, or confront Venom hand-to-hand. The sound of rapid footsteps suggested the latter. But the Asgardian didn’t appear. It sounded like he was retreating down the alleyway. Hoping to hide behind the truck, perhaps? It wouldn’t help.


  With a shriek of challenge, Venom stepped off the edge of the building, using a web to slow his descent. Still, when he landed at the end of the alleyway, it sounded like a bomb had gone off. His feet crunched into the pavement, his alien musculature easily absorbing the shock. In the distance, a car alarm went off, bleating like a frightened animal. Somewhere nearby, a window slammed as the people inside washed their hands of whatever was happening in the alleyway. The residents of this rough neighborhood tended to keep to themselves when stuff went down. They wouldn’t interfere.


  From a spot near the back of the truck, Loki stopped to stare. The Asgardian had frozen in place, a long, flexible hose held in one hand. The other end of the hose had been hooked up to the tanker truck in preparation to pour out its contents. Loki’s green eyes glittered as he took in Venom’s black, glistening form.


  “Well, aren’t you a sight?” he said.


  “Drop the hose,” Venom ordered.


  Loki arched an aristocratic brow, the corner of his mouth quirking up into a smile.


  “Let me guess,” he said. “Or you’ll make me?” He paused for a moment before shaking his head. “I don’t suppose it matters either way. I’m quite delighted to acquiesce.”


  He released the hose. The end bounced twice, and then landed in the open sewer grate at his feet. Loki held his hands out, making a show of how harmless he was without the oh-so-dangerous hose.


  “There,” he said. “I can be a reasonable man. Can you not be a reasonable… creature as well?”


  Eddie wasn’t sure what to make of him, but the symbiote had no problems deciding. It didn’t like being called a creature. As a result, it didn’t care for Loki one bit, and it had a default reaction to things it disliked.


  Kill, Eddie? the symbiote asked, speaking mind-to-mind.


  At least this time it was asking. Sometimes it ordered.


  We need more information, Eddie thought back. Not yet.


  A glowing green glob of something that could only be described as toxic waste spat from the end of the hose. Loki glanced down at it with an expression of surprise too extreme to be real.


  “Oh dear,” he said. “That might be a problem.”


  Another spurt of goop came out. Then it began to flood into the sewer like a polluted river flowing into the sea. Eddie didn’t like that one bit. Loki plus Oscorp plus a surreptitious dump site didn’t add up to anything good. Maybe the water treatment plants would filter this stuff out, but he couldn’t chance it. No one poisoned the water in his town without paying the price. He’d beat Loki’s face in and then sell the story of the plot he’d foiled to the highest bidder. This time, he’d have proof, so the big papers wouldn’t be able to write him off as a nutjob again.


  “I think you have a problem. That problem is me,” he said, the symbiote twisting his voice until it sounded like iron nails on a chalkboard.


  But Loki’s smile merely widened. He pressed his hands together and bowed as if saluting an opponent. As he did so, a glass pendant about the size of a quarter swung to and fro, dangling from a golden chain slung around his neck. Inside the pendant, the same glowing liquid sloshed around.


  If he’d been able to think, Eddie wouldn’t have been reassured by this strange behavior, but he was beyond rationality. His mind merged more deeply with the symbiote, and they both had one singular goal: they would pummel Loki Laufeyson into a bloody pulp.


  He shrieked a challenge as Loki straightened, pulling a sword from thin air. Mystical runes covered the hilt, and the bronze blade glistened in the midday sun. The Asgardian fell into an easy swordsman’s crouch, the blade held at the ready. Either he wasn’t afraid of the monstrosity looming over him, or he did a great job of hiding it.


  “Come, my friend,” he said. “I’d like to introduce you to the weapon of my ancestors. This is Laevateinn.”


  “Bring your sword!” Venom snarled. “We will break it for you.”


  “With such an invitation, how can I refuse?” responded Loki with elaborate politeness.


  As if on cue, they charged at each other.




  Two


  Peter Parker rubbed his bleary eyes as he ascended the subway steps into the bright daylight of early fall. After a long week of working overtime on a freelance project, he’d overslept. His mind still swam with barely remembered dreams. He needed a pick-me-up, so he decided to go a few blocks out of his way and try out that new pizza place everyone had been raving about. He could pick up some lunch and still make it to the Shadow Avengers meeting on time.


  But as he crossed the street, a loud, repetitive clanging noise caught his attention.


  Clang! Cling-clang! SHING!


  It kept on going, a steady metallic rattle that begged to be investigated. He took in a deep and exasperated breath and let it out slowly. Sal’s was just around the corner, and he could smell the pizza from here. His stomach growled. But it would have to wait while he checked this out.


  “Typical Parker luck,” he muttered. “Just typical.”


  He stuffed his hands into his pockets and casually strolled down the street, following the noise to a narrow alleyway. A short distance inside, a large tanker truck idled, blocking his view. On its front was the Oscorp logo, painted in a bright and glaring green.


  If Oscorp was involved, he needed a better look. The cab of the truck sat empty, its door wide open. It would be tight, but he’d changed into his suit in worse places, and he didn’t want to waste any more time than necessary. The more he listened to it, the more that noise sounded like swordplay.


  With a quick backwards glance to ensure that no one could see him, he slid into the driver’s seat and removed his outer layer of clothing to reveal the Spider Suit beneath. The skintight fabric fit him like a glove, so comfortable that sometimes he forgot he was wearing it. He pulled his mask on, the chrome-plated lenses cutting the harsh rays of the midday sun. Now he could investigate without risking his loved ones. They tended to pay for his screw-ups, which was why he kept his mask on and his identity locked down tight.


  He slid silently from the cab and contemplated his options. The long metal tank blocked his view of most of the action behind the truck. He needed a better vantage point. A quick blast with his web spinners, and he could be atop that auto body building in seconds, but the movement would almost certainly draw the attention of the swordfighters in the alleyway. He needed a stealthier approach.


  His fingers grazed the side of the tanker truck, tingling as electrostatic force built nearly to shock-point between his skin and the slick metal. Then he climbed easily up the curving surface, his atoms sticking to the metal like a magnet and releasing at his whim. He crouched low to the truck’s surface as he crept to the top, his limbs jutting out at arachnoid angles. He’d been doing this for years, and it still amazed him every time.


  Atop the truck, he crept toward the ongoing swordplay. When he finally got a good look at the action he paused in shock, barely able to believe what he was seeing.


  Loki and Venom were engaged in an epic swordfight, if you could call it that. Loki carried a sword, but Venom wielded a broken off streetlamp. As he exchanged brutal blows with the Asgardian, black symbiotic tendrils extended from his back, holding aloft a hose that dribbled a disgusting green glop onto the ground. Its other end terminated at the tanker truck.


  The two seemed fairly evenly matched. Loki swept his weapon around in a wide arc, waiting for his opponent to commit to a block before changing trajectory at the last moment. The sword’s razor edge slid down the lamp and grazed Venom’s ribcage, eliciting a grunt of pain. But the Asgardian didn’t notice the black and glistening tentacle that swung at him from behind, smacking him in the side of the head. It knocked him off balance, sending his return swing wide. The sword took a chunk out of the apartment building, spraying brick dust in all directions.


  Peter knew he needed to put a stop to this, but he wasn’t sure which side to take. He’d worked with Loki in the past, and although they’d been on the same side, he knew that the God of Mischief didn’t do loyalty. And of course, he had a history with Eddie Brock. It wasn’t a pleasant one. On the surface, he and Eddie had a lot in common, with one major exception: Eddie had embraced the Venom symbiote, while the mere thought of what he’d done under the sway of the bloodthirsty alien made Peter sick to his stomach. Eddie might have things under control for the moment, but Peter had been there once, too. The symbiote was patient. It would strike at the most inopportune moment, and Eddie might not be able to resist.


  Peter could only hope that that moment wasn’t today.


  At the end of the day, he wouldn’t trust either of them with a dribbling hose full of presumably toxic sludge. So, he’d just have to take control of the truck and sort out the logistics later.


  Easy peasy.


  He stood up and said, “That looks like fun. Can I play, too?”


  They stopped trying to kill each other for just a moment, goggling up at him with an almost comical surprise. Before they could recover, he leaped off the tanker, all of his senses alert. He would defend himself, disarm them if possible, and wrest control of that hose before whatever was inside it hurt somebody.


  But before he could do any of that, something unexpected happened. Loki took a step back, lowering his sword.


  “Good day, old friend,” he said, saluting Peter with the blade. “I’d love to chat, but I have places to go and things to do. I’m sure the two of you can carry on without me, as painful as that might be.”


  “No!” Venom shrieked.


  “As for you, my skilled adversary, we will meet again.” Loki pulled a small object from his pocket and flung it at the hulking black monstrosity. It glittered as the sun hit it – a green glass pendant on a long gold chain. “You’ve earned it.”


  “Now, wait just a minute…” said Peter.


  But Loki did not in fact wait a minute. In fact, everything happened so fast. The chain landed around Venom’s neck as if guided by sorcery, which it probably was. The symbiote grabbed it and yanked once before breaking off to screech in pain. Then Loki blinked out of existence with a flash of magic. His afterimage hung in the air for a second after he was gone, the air stinking of ozone.


  Venom didn’t even pause. His baleful alien eyes remained fixed on Peter’s masked face. Behind him, the hose drooped toward the ground as the symbiote’s grip loosened, all his attention fixed on his enemy. Sludge began to dribble on the ground again, pattering down into an open manhole with a wet plunk.


  “The hose!” Peter exclaimed. “Don’t drop it!”


  “Traitor!” Venom growled, ignoring him completely. “You are on his side. Don’t try to fool me.”


  “We barely know each other!” Peter protested, but it was no use.


  Venom swung the lamppost, putting all his considerable strength behind the blow. Peter dodged out of the way, his augmented reflexes moving his body at superhuman speeds. But Venom wasn’t exactly slow. The lamppost missed Peter by millimeters. He grabbed it, twisting it out of the symbiote’s grip, and tossed it down the alley with a deafening clang and a shower of sparks.


  “I’m not taking sides here,” Peter said. “I just want to know what’s in that truck.”


  He couldn’t believe he was trying to rationalize with Venom, but here he was. It wouldn’t work, of course. The symbiote fed on aggression and anger. Eddie might have been a smart guy and a decent reporter when he kept his head on straight, but his animosity ran too deep. It was futile, but Peter had to at least try so he could sleep better at night.


  Not well, but better.


  Venom looked down, and for a moment, Peter thought he’d actually gotten through to the big lug. He must be thinking about what Peter had said. But then the symbiote picked up a stray trash can and tossed it at him.


  Once again, Peter dodged easily, and the can clattered to the ground behind him.


  “If you’re thinking of taking up baseball, I wouldn’t quit your day job,” he said in conversational tones. “You couldn’t hit the side of a barn.”


  “Always a comedian,” said Venom, the harsh alien tones running cold fingers down Peter’s spine.


  “It’s one of my many talents,” he said, pushing the fear away. “You working for Oscorp now? Or was Loki?”


  “Stop trying to distract me and fight!”


  “Come on, man. I know we don’t see eye-to-eye, but can’t we table it for the moment? At least we could stop trying to kill each other until we shut down the truck. After that, we can get back to our regularly scheduled violence if you want.”


  “Trickery!” shouted Venom. “Lies!”


  He was beyond rational thought. This wasn’t going to end well, and although Eddie Brock had caused Peter Parker a lot of pain and grief in the past, he couldn’t stop the regret that swelled deep within him.


  “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry. I wish I’d been wrong about you,” he said.


  Peter meant it, too. For a long time, Eddie Brock had been a cautionary tale of what could have happened to him if Peter hadn’t come to his senses, but he’d held out hope that maybe the other man would turn out to be stronger willed. He would have been thrilled to be proven wrong about the dire fate that awaited anyone who gave in to the symbiotes but, time and again, he’d seen it firsthand. All they brought was death.


  Venom launched himself at his opponent, but Peter was ready. They’d fought a hundred times before. Eddie Brock would always be his enemy. But this fight was uniquely dangerous in one important way: as Venom rushed toward his opponent, he dropped the hose. It fell in what felt like slow motion. Peter shouted, but to no avail. Venom didn’t care. He didn’t even appear to have heard.


  The end of the hose fell to the ground, rolled, and settled into the open manhole with a clunk. Peter could hear a slow-motion glug-glug, like a hundred two-liters were simultaneously being poured down some massive drain. He flung out a web, intending to pull the nozzle from the manhole, but Venom barreled into him, knocking the webbing wide and carrying the two web-slingers down to the concrete.


  The truck would empty itself into the water supply, and even though he didn’t know what was inside, it was a safe bet to assume that it wasn’t fluoride.


  “Look, just grab the hose, would ya?” he begged, as they rolled across the dirty ground. “You don’t want to see people die any more than I do.”


  Venom’s beefy hands closed around Peter’s neck, cutting off his air. He scrambled to dislodge his attacker. His superhuman stamina would allow him to remain conscious for a while without oxygen, but not forever.


  His fingers struggled for purchase on the symbiote’s slick skin. That weirdly incongruous green pendant swung between them as they grappled for dominance, bonking him in the nose. Fetid breath washed over his face. The mask muted some of the stench, but still… Peter yanked at Venom’s wrists, loosening his grip just enough to pull in a lungful of air.


  “Ever heard of mouthwash?” he gasped.


  The fanged maw opened in response, letting out a tortured screech. Apparently, Venom was a little sensitive about his dental hygiene. Peter would have felt bad about pushing his buttons if not for the fact that the symbiote had been trying to kill him.


  Strangely, Venom didn’t pursue his advantage. Instead, the symbiote stood up with his hands to his head, continuing to shriek loud enough to wake the dead. That was one good thing about living in NYC. People stayed out of the way when things got sticky. Sometimes. Anything was better than nothing.


  “No!” said Venom, staggering backwards. “Stop!”


  “I’m… not doing anything.” Peter stood up, bracing one hand against the back of the truck, and hesitated. He would have suspected a trick, but the symbiote didn’t have that kind of subtlety. Or any subtlety, for that matter. So, he asked a question that was a bit ridiculous given the circumstances. “You OK?”


  For a moment, Venom didn’t answer. Then, Peter’s Spider-Sense leaped into overdrive, and he tucked and rolled just in time to avoid a sweeping blow from his symbiotic adversary. A massive fist smashed into the back of the truck right next to where his head had been moments before. Some mechanism inside the vehicle gave way with a clang and a hiss of steam that made his suit cling wetly to his face and shoulders.


  “Ugh!” he exclaimed, pawing at the damp fabric. It smelled like oil and mold. Guess he’d be washing the suit early this week.


  This would have been an ideal time for Venom to make his move, but the symbiote crouched on the ground instead, clawing at his own head in what looked like another wave of agony. Peter took a cautious step toward him, trying to figure out what was happening. But he saw nothing out of the ordinary except… were the symbiote’s eyes green? They’d never had color before, and that was odd.


  He took a deep breath, regretted it, and then steeled himself to make another offer of help that Venom would ignore. Again. But he had to continue to try to talk some sense into the guy. It didn’t mean they had to be buddies and sing kumbaya.


  “Look, Eddie,” he said.


  Before he could get any further, the symbiote crouched, gathering his considerable strength, and leaped into the air. A stream of webbing spurted from one outstretched arm. For a moment, Peter debated stopping him, but it wasn’t worth it. His repeated entreaties weren’t getting anywhere. Besides, he needed to deal with the hose. In all of the chaos, he’d nearly forgotten about the green substance being pumped into the ground.


  He hurried toward the back of the truck and heaved the tubing free of the street. A thick liquid splashed sluggishly onto the ground, glowing a putrid green. His Spider-Sense flared as he picked up the tube, and he paused, ready for anything. But he sensed and heard nothing. No, this was a generalized sense of danger, like he got when he tried to take his mask off without noticing a security camera pointed right at him. Sometimes, if the danger was great enough, even inanimate objects could trigger his Spidey-Sense. Picking up the hose had triggered his warning system, and that meant one thing: this stuff was really dangerous.


  Ugh, thought Peter. I’d better be careful. Last thing I want to do is take a bath in that yuck, if it’s bad enough to give me the heebie-jeebies.


  His stomach sank as he looked down into the open manhole. How much of this stuff had poured out while he’d been distracted by Venom? Had that been Eddie’s plan all along, to distract him while the truck emptied?


  The next time Peter Parker saw Eddie Brock, he wasn’t going to allow himself to be diverted by his own Boy Scout tendencies. He wouldn’t try to reason or redeem. He wouldn’t be cruel, because he wasn’t that guy, but he couldn’t let the symbiote get away with this.


  But first, he needed to get this situation under control. The hose continued to dribble, so he found a convenient garbage bag to wipe it on. Then he held it up high over his head, hoping that gravity would keep it from spilling all over him while he shut down the truck. He’d never worked one of these before, but how hard could it be?


  It turned out that the mechanism was quite easy to figure out thanks to the big red sign labeled “Emergency Stop.” Unfortunately, the space beneath the sign had been pulverized by Venom’s fist. If there had been an emergency stop button, it was no more. In fact, none of the controls seemed to do anything, and although Peter could have figured out how to jury rig the system with time and tools, he had neither right now.


  He was stuck here for the moment. He’d be late for the meeting, but it couldn’t be helped. He couldn’t just leave this truck unattended. Everything else would have to wait. As he began to spray webbing to cover the dribbling hole, his stomach growled.


  He’d never gotten that pizza, either, darn it.




  Three


  T’Challa checked the dashboard clock for the third time in as many minutes. He disliked tardiness on principle. When he was a boy, he’d constantly shown up late for everything, from mealtimes to matters of state, until his father, King T’Chaka, had sat him down and explained, in the gentlest tones possible, that timeliness was an expression of respect, and lateness a mortal insult. Ever since then, T’Challa had made it a point to be early whenever he could.


  Some tardiness couldn’t be helped, though. His attendance at the League of Nations scientific committee meeting had been essential, and his presentation on alternative fuel sources well received. Sometimes, he marveled at the backward thinking of some world leaders, but then he reminded himself that everyone started somewhere. After all, he’d once been a boy who routinely showed up half an hour late for dinnertime.


  He sat back against the smooth tan leather of the hired car and tried to relax. Outside the tinted windows, the New York streets were jam-packed with commuters and cabs. At regular intervals, horns honked and angry voices shouted out of open car windows, but these gestures failed to have their desired effects. If this traffic didn’t improve, he’d get to the Sanctum Sanctorum more quickly on foot. In fact, he might even make it faster if he crawled.


  But kings didn’t suggest such things. Instead, he checked the time again. When he lifted his eyes from the watch’s gleaming face, he found Okoye’s amused brown eyes staring at him via the rearview mirror. The captain of the Dora Milaje had insisted on driving him today, even though there were many younger warriors who would be more suited for such a menial task. Not that he minded. After their long acquaintance, she felt as much like family as his sister, Shuri.


  “We will make it, my king,” she said in the traditional Hausa dialect.


  “Am I that transparent, Okoye?” he replied.


  “I have served you a long time. I know you as well as I know the grip of my own spear.”


  “Nicely said.”


  T’Challa’s teeth flashed in appreciation of the imagery, and the bodyguard’s smooth brown head bowed momentarily in acceptance of the compliment. After a pause broken only by the hiss of the luxury car’s air conditioning unit, she added, “Although, I am beginning to think that it would be quicker to walk.”


  He needed no further urging. After a morning spent sitting in board rooms, he needed to move. But just as his hand grazed the door handle, Okoye’s Kimoyo card beeped. Although the car boasted an exceptional GPS system, it couldn’t hold a candle to the processing speed and capability of the Wakandan tech. The Kimoyo card made a top-of-the-line cell phone look as basic as an abacus. She’d been using hers to navigate her way around town ever since they’d arrived.


  “Hold, please,” said Okoye. “I may have a way through.”


  With a quick twist of the wheel, she pulled off the road and into a narrow alleyway. Brick walls closed in on the car, blocking the glare of the midday sun. The car passed beneath a flapping banner stretched across the narrow passage and out onto another packed street. Okoye wove through the traffic and into another alleyway, guided by the gentle voice of the Kimoyo card.


  Here, the ground was scattered with refuse, and Okoye drove with care, trying to avoid the broken glass strewn over the dirty concrete. Although they’d brought their Kimoyo cards, they hadn’t had the time to change out the hired car’s tires for something a little more durable. The last thing they needed was a flat.


  As she drove, Okoye leaned forward, peering out the front window at something he couldn’t see. Before he could inquire, she said, “Damisa-Sarki? My scanners tell me that the avatar of Anansi is engaged in battle up ahead. How shall I proceed?”


  Okoye had always held tight to traditions. She called her king “Damisa-Sarki,” or “the panther” in the Hausa dialect, and Spider-Man was “the avatar of Anansi,” the West African spider god. T’Challa thought Spider-Man secretly liked that. After all, who would balk at being called the god’s chosen? Men had died for lesser honorifics.


  He didn’t hesitate, activating his Panther suit with a thought, and as its vibranium-laced microweave fabric enclosed him, he reached for the door handle once again. Part of him still delighted in the same blissful sensation he’d experienced the first time he’d donned the Panther mask: the feeling that he was finally whole, the way the gods had intended him to be. But there was no time to dwell on such things. After all, he didn’t want to be late for the fight any more than he wanted to be tardy for anything else.


  “Maneuver the car as close as you can. We’ll need it. I will go ahead,” he said, opening the door while the car still moved.


  Okoye’s lips pursed in frustration. She hated seeing anyone go off to battle without her, and least of all her king. But she couldn’t argue with his orders.


  A dark colored blur streaked toward the car, moving so quickly that it was barely visible in the dim light. T’Challa threw open the door and leaped out into the alleyway, but it was too late to interfere. Venom’s glossy black bulk landed on the roof of the car, denting the metal, and continued down the alleyway.


  Okoye sprang from the driver’s seat, her spear at the ready. Although she was dressed for the day in a neat black suit, T’Challa knew that her armor sat beneath the fancy clothes. Her keen eyes tracked the symbiote’s movement away from them.


  “Follow Venom,” ordered T’Challa. “I will assist Spider-Man. Rendezvous back here when you have tracked him to his lair, and if we are already gone, meet us at the Sanctum Sanctorum.”


  “As you wish, my king.”


  Okoye took off, running with the easy stride of a woman who could keep up the blistering pace for hours without tiring. If anyone could track an airborne alien symbiote, it would be her. T’Challa turned his attention down the alleyway. An Oscorp truck blocked the space up ahead, its blinkers filling the space with yellow light. On and off. On and off.


  Where was Spider-Man? Over the past month or so, T’Challa had gotten an opportunity to work with him more closely, and he knew that the intrepid web-slinger wouldn’t allow an opponent to escape without a fight. It didn’t bode well.


  “Spider-Man?” T’Challa called, the suit amplifying his voice to carry down past the truck with ease.


  “Panther? Is that you? Down here! I could use a hand.”


  T’Challa followed the voice, hurrying toward the back end of the truck where he found Spider-Man holding a long hose up over his head with one hand while he fumbled with the valves on the back of the truck with the other. The end of the hose had been sealed by a thick wad of webbing, but glowing green goop had begun to seep out the edges. It threatened to spill over at any moment.


  “How may I assist?” asked T’Challa.


  “The control panel is shot, and I can’t jury rig it from here. Can you figure out some way to shut this thing down? I’m not sure what this stuff is, but I’m pretty sure taking a shower in it would be a bad idea,” said Spider-Man.


  A single glance at the control panel told him that Spider-Man’s assessment was an accurate one. Not that he was surprised. The web-slinger had proven to be a potent ally, and their lively discussions about technological innovations had made T’Challa’s participation in the Shadow Avengers initiative a pleasure.


  “Perhaps I could close off the tanker from above,” he suggested, indicating the juncture where the hose plugged into the truck.


  “I had the same idea, but it’s not easy to do while you’re juggling toxic waste.”


  T’Challa smiled at his friend’s attempt at humor, although his mask hid the expression. But the suit would protect him from a wide variety of hazardous materials, and it seemed prudent to continue to wear it until the truck was decommissioned.


  Although he’d never used this type of truck before and the equipment was caked with grime and worn down by repeated use, he was easily able to intuit the operational mechanism after an initial inspection. Within moments, he had shut the valve manually and turned off the hose.


  “That should do it,” he said. “I believe I have something in the car that would help seal the hose off more effectively. Unless you’d like to stand there like the Statue of Liberty all day?”


  Spider-Man chuckled. “I’d appreciate that. You think it would work down there, too?” he asked.


  T’Challa followed the web-slinger’s pointing finger to the open manhole. Globs of green goo clung to its edges. It didn’t take a genius IQ to figure out what had happened here. Venom had been pouring this mysterious glowing substance into the water supply. The implications of such a thing were sobering indeed.


  “I can stop up this section of the pipe,” said T’Challa. “But I’m afraid that’s the best I can do at the moment. Then we can liaise with the city and offer our assistance in evaluating further damage.”


  “I’ll take anything at this point,” said Spider-Man. “My hand’s falling asleep.”


  “Hold tight, brother,” said T’Challa, hurrying toward the car and tapping on his Kimoyo card as he went.


  Almost instantaneously, the card opened up a voice channel to Shuri’s lab. Her voice came through as clear as if she stood next to him, and it dripped with amusement.


  “I told you that I should have come with you,” she said in lieu of a greeting.


  “You were right, sister,” he said, because she wouldn’t let it go until he admitted it. “As usual.”


  “Laying it on thick, aren’t you, brother? Things must be very bad. Did you get arrested?”


  “No.”


  “Too bad. That would have been very funny,” she joked.


  He outlined the situation in a few brief words. Shuri listened in silence, her playfulness drying up as the implications hit her. Although her youthful nature sometimes got the best of her, she was one of the most intelligent people he’d ever known. Over the years, he had found himself relying on her as a sounding board with increasing frequency.


  When he’d finished, she responded briskly, all business.


  “You’ll have to bring me a sample,” she ordered. “I’ll conduct a full analysis since you’re too busy rubbing elbows to work in the lab anymore.”


  “Of course,” he said, ignoring the jibe. “I am fetching the sample containers at this very moment.”


  “Show off.”


  His lips curled in amusement as he opened the passenger door of the car and looked around for the emergency kit. Okoye always packed one, but he wasn’t sure where she’d stashed it. In the trunk, maybe? He could contact her via the Kimoyo card to ask, but he hated to interrupt her while she was tracking. In an ideal world, she would catch Venom and pump him for information.


  The emergency kit wasn’t in the passenger compartment, so he popped the trunk, sagging in relief as he spotted it. The oversized briefcase was packed with Wakandan technology, each item seated snugly in a cutout of dense foam. He pulled a lined and sealed specimen cup from its spot in the corner, and then let his fingers trail over the rest of the supplies. “What do you think of using the impact foam?”


  “To block the contaminant from reaching the water supply?” Shuri replied, picking up on his meaning without needing an explanation. “Not a bad idea. It’s quite absorbent. It’s probably your best option, although the locals won’t be able to remove it. The city authorities will likely throw a fit over having to replace the pipes. It wouldn’t be great for diplomacy.”


  “It’ll be better than poisoning the populace with whatever this is. We’ll pay for the replacements. Will it work?”


  “Anything that reached the main pipe is long gone. But if the contaminant is as thick as you say, and Spider-Man interceded early on in the dumping process, the foam should soak up most of it. As soon as you can get the sample back to me, I’ll begin the analysis. I can be in touch with the EPA and the city officials if further action is necessary.”


  “Once I reach the Sanctum Sanctorum, I’ll ask Doctor Strange to teleport the sample to you immediately. I’m sure he’ll be happy to help.”


  “Ask him to deliver it outside my lab, please. His portals always set off my sensors.”


  “Maybe your sensors need adjusting,” he said mildly, and cut off the connection while she was still sputtering.




  Four


  Stephen Strange, the Sorcerer Supreme, did not fidget. Perhaps he paced in thought while he waited for the Shadow Avengers to arrive for their meeting. It was entirely possible that he drummed his fingers in deep concentration while he sat at his desk, surrounded by piles of arcane texts. But he most certainly did not fidget. Such a thing would be beneath him.


  Still, he could not deny his concern. The city – the world – had been too quiet in the few short months since the Guardians, Iron Man, and Ms Marvel had foiled Dormammu’s plan. The Dread Sorcerer wouldn’t go down without a fight. Out of everyone in the universe, Doctor Strange probably knew that better than anyone.


  As if summoned by that train of thought, a portal opened in the corner of the library, near the stack of Atlantean histories he’d been meaning to read but hadn’t managed to get to yet. He tensed momentarily. Perhaps this was it, the source of his foreboding. Perhaps he’d instinctively anticipated the attack that would come through this portal, striking directly at the heart of the Sanctum Sanctorum. Or maybe the portal would disgorge a herald who would bring news of Dormammu’s next strike. He stood, summoning his power like a cloak around him, ready for anything.


  But the figure that emerged from the portal was neither attacker nor herald. Her disembodied spirit shone with crackling energy. Although this astral form held no color and was partially translucent, he would have known her heart-shaped face and luminous eyes anywhere. He often saw them in his dreams.


  Clea. His former wife.


  Although they had unfinished business between them, she didn’t often darken his doorstep. Something had brought her here.


  “Are you well?” he asked. “Do you need assistance?”


  Her lips curled. “Stand down, Stephen,” she said. “I have no dogs on my heels. Not yet, anyway.”


  He relaxed his hold on the arcane energies he’d held at the ready and gestured toward the sofa against the wall.


  “Please, sit,” he said. “I’d offer refreshment, but…”


  “It’s an empty platitude given that I’m not really here,” she finished for him. “I know.”


  “Why send your astral form?” he asked as they settled down onto the smooth leather. “Of course, I appreciate the visit, but…”


  “I’d prefer not to attract attention by traveling in my physical body,” she replied. “And even if that weren’t the case, I’m otherwise occupied. But I needed to talk to you.”


  “About?”


  “I have put some thought into your offer to join the Shadow Avengers. I am afraid I must regretfully decline.”


  He frowned. “May I ask why? You of all people know what is at stake if Dormammu should succeed in his efforts to unite the entire Multiverse under his rule. We must unite to stand against him if we are to prohibit this reality from coming to pass.” He hesitated. “If it is a matter of our personal issues…”
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