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the jungle like a blanket tucked in tight on all four

he intense heat and mist-thick humidity smothered
T comers of a bed. All noises were muffled and every-

thing was wet to the touch. Just simple breathing seemec

harder than normal. Even the light of the sun fought to
get through the thick air to warm the damp ground.

Two brown-robed monks were the only life moving
this hot afternoon, as they walked with their faces turned
downward at the moist soil of the jungle floor. The thin,
rough fabric of their robes clung to them, showing wet
outlines of legs and arms. Sweat coated both their faces,
dripping from their chins. Their eyes were blank, their
pace measured, controlled through the thick heat.

The path curved ahead of them like a snake winding
its way around trees and brush. The two had walked this
path every day for the past nine years, but always much
earlier in the morning, just after dawn, when the mist and
the air still had a slight touch of coolness to it.

And before today they had always walked it with
many others of their order. Never had they gone alone
before. The others would be shocked if they knew.

The two monks would be shocked if they understood
their own actions.

But they did not. They simply moved like zombies,
one step at a time through the humidity, drawn to a task
they were unaware of doing.

The path turned upward and moved out of the jungle,
twisting back and forth past rocks, climbing toward a
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stone temple half-built, half-carved from the face of the
rock bluff. The temple dominated the valley below on
clear days, seeming to rale over the world of real life in
the jungle.

On closer inspection, the temple looked ancient and
was in desperate need of repair, but there was no one to
repair it. The great structure had been built by an un-
known people ages before the two monks were bom. No
records or stories of the temple’s builders had passed
down through the centuries.

Only a name: Cyttorak.

It was a sacred place, the temple of Cyttorak.

A place of great power.

A place that allowed mere men to feel closer to their
god. Only the monks dared go inside, and only during the
early morning hours. After that, not even the monks en-
tered the sacred place.

Until today.

Now, the two monks blindly followed the path, not
looking forward or upward at the temple of Cyttorak, only
down at their feet, as if ashamed of what they were about
to attempt. And they would have been ashamed, if they
had been aware.

But the power of Cyttorak had reached them. And
now drew them to a task.

They were to be the vessels that would carry the
power of Cyttorak into the world.

A hundred paces behind the two monks another monk
followed, staying to the edge of the trail, ready to duck
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behind a brush or tree at any moment. Unlike the two
young monks being drawn to the temple, he was old, his
beard gray. For his entire life, he and the other elders of
the monastery had waited for this day. And worried about
it happening.

For centuries, the elder monks had guarded the tem-
ple, passing down the guard duty generation after gener-
ation.

Now, during his time of watch, it was happening. Cyt-
torak was again calling to younger members of the order,
as had been foretold. It was his duty to stop the calling
by any means possible.

Other elders would be following to help, but they
might not arrive in time. Fear gripped him, but he forced
it aside and moved on after the two young monks. He had
spent his life preparing for this moment. He would not
fail now.

The temple held the heat of the day outside, stopping it
at the door like an unwanted guest. The air inside was
deathly still between the stone walls. It smelled of mold
and ancient death. The high stone ceilings and massive
construction gave any visitor the sense of immense power
around them, looming like a dark figure in the night. It
was a humbling feeling to the few who had seen the in-
sides of the sacred place.

The two young monks entered through the main arch
and moved slowly down the central corridor of the temple,
not glancing around. Sweat dripped down their backs and
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arms, but they felt no discomfort. Their eyes remained
blank, not seeing their true location, not seeing anything.

During the usual morning worships, they always
turned right at the end of the corridor and into the large
hall with its open windows and stone pillars.

This time they turned left at that spot and stopped at
the statue of a deformed creature sitting on a throne. The
creature’s head was rounded and without neck. Snakelike
bands wrapped around under its arms and extended into
the air behind its head. Its chest was massive, its arms
huge and ending in fists.

The name of the creature was said to be lost in time
and the passing of the temple’s builders. None of the
younger monks could have imagined that the monster sit-
ting in the huge throne-like chair was Cyttorak. If they
had, they would have never entered the temple again.

But the elders knew. And they knew that their duty,
their life’s work, was to keep Cyttorak inside that stone
temple.

The two younger monks had accidentally discovered
the temple’s secret late one morning. They had heard a
noise near the statue as the order was leaving for the
morning. They had stopped and investigated, thinking a
village child had found his or her way inside the sacred
place.

They had accidentally, or so it seemed at the time,
pushed on both arms of the statue’s chair at the same
moment. The stone wall and statue of the creature had
moved inward and back, opening a walkway that led
downward.

The two young monks had entered and moved down
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the stone stairs as the wall slid closed behind them. At
the bottom of exactly one hundred stairs, they found a
bitterly cold room and a sight that had scared them. They
had quickly returned to the light of day and the heat of
the jungle, but just the visit to the room had allowed Cyt-
torak to cross over between the two worlds and gain a
small measure of control of their young minds.

Over the next two weeks, Cyttorak solidified that con-
trol every morning when they came for their morning
service, until finally the two monks would do as he bid.

They would return to the room and set him free.

As the two young monks disappeared into the mouth of
the tunnel, the older monk stopped and stared at the open-
ing, his stomach turning in fear. He knew what they would
find below. He had never seen it. None of the monks now
living had seen that room except the two young ones.
Now he was about to go down into a place he had prayed
to never enter: the sacred throne room of Cyttorak.

He forced himself to take a deep breath to calm his
shaking hands. He stepped to a hidden alcove and re-
trieved a large wooden staff. The elders had all trained
for years in the art of fighting with the staffs, and there
were many hidden along the path to this temple in case
they were needed. He had always hoped to never have to
touch one outside of the training room, but now that the
solid wooden weapon was in his hands, he felt better.

Quickly, he moved in past the statue and down the
stairs after the two younger monks, hoping that he would
be in time to stop them.
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At the bottom of the stairs, light from the outside sliced
through the huge dark room from four round holes bored
at angles through the rock above. Two of the shafts of
light focused on the eyes of a gigantic statue of the same
deformed creature that guarded the tunnel entrance above.
It was as if the creature, through the shafts of light, always
looked out into the world.

The elder monks believed he did.

And since finding the room the first time, the two
younger monks had never lost the feeling of being
watched. Now, directed by some unseen hand, they had
returned to a place they had hoped to never have to see
again..

The other two spots of light focused on the monster’s
hands, and the two huge stones he held in his palms. In
his right a huge emerald, in his left an equally large ruby.
Both stones were larger than a man’s closed fist and under
the light both seemed to have a life and energy all their
own.

In reality, they were gateways to the mystic power
bands of Cyttorak. The two stones, when touched by the
same person, would allow Cyttorak to come through the
barrier between his world and the human one. And with
his power there would be nothing humanity could do to
stop him from ruling the world. Nothing.

But the young monks did not know this. Their eyes
were blank, their bodies controlled by Cyttorak.

They stopped, facing the huge statue of Cyttorak, as
if worshipping their new god. Then the young monk on
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the right stepped forward, both hands outstretched, reach-
ing for the gems held out for him by the huge creature.

“No!” the elder monk shouted from the doorway.

The shout seemed to have no effect on the spell over
the two young monks.

With a quick step forward and a swing of the staff,
the elder monk smashed the closest young monk in the
head with the staff. The young man went down like a
stone.

Then, with a quick spin, the older monk knocked
away one arm of one younger monk, obviously breaking
it with the force of his blow.

But the younger monk continued to reach for the em-
erald, as if he didn’t feel the pain from his smashed arm.

“| said no!” the older monk shouted.

But the younger monk was within an inch of touching
the huge gem.

With a quick swipe with the staff, the older monk
tried to knock the hand away from the stone. But in his
excitement and rush, he missed.

And hit the emerald.

The room exploded in green light.

The elder monk stepped back.

It was as if the room had suddenly filled with the
anger of centuries. Anger, now fueled with the frustration
of failure, released in a huge explosion by an errant hit
with a staff.

The energy increased quickly, burning the skin off the
three monks before they could even feel the pain.

The intense blast of the energy released from the em-
erald quickly boiled away their blood and then turned
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their bones to a fine dust that filled the swirling air of the
room like the mist in the hot, thick air outside.

The emerald grew brighter and brighter.

Then suddenly it shattered into three pieces in a huge
explosion that sent huge stones flying. The ground shook
and rocks filled the stairway to the temple above.

One large piece of the emerald was quickly buried in
the stone wall of the hidden room.

The other two pieces, fueled by the otherdimensional
power of Cyttorak, were sent spinning through space and
time into the future.

After a moment, the dust from the monks’ bones set-
tled and only one light shaft still shown down on the
creature, now holding only a bright ruby, as if offering it
to the first person who would come along and take it.

It would be centuries, long after the temple had crum-
pled into a pile of stones and Cyttorak was only a long-
ago memory, before Cain Marko came along and did just
that.
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e dead-of-night hours, the French Quarter in New
leans was a place of danger and excitement. The
paly and business life of the day and evening still
oed through the empty spaces of Jackson Square. The
laughter and the jazz were now only ghosts drifting
among the tall old trees and vine-covered buildings. The
heat and the humidity lingered over the rough pavement
of the streets. Not even the darkness could push it back
to a cooler time.

The black shadows just outside the streetlights gave
the park a feeling of secrets lost and danger to come.
Tourists who walked near Jackson Park in the late hours
walked quickly, sensing the danger, their hearts beating
hard from the brush against imagined death. But it was
that very closeness to the unknown, wrapped in the history
of the old town, that brought them back the following
year. Brought them back to the parties, back to the great
Cajun cooking, back to the unknown danger just inside
the nearest shadow or the closest hidden courtyard.

Remy LeBeau, aka Gambit, knew every shadow,
every alley, every courtyard tucked behind iron gates. For
years he had been part of those shadows, a part of the
very real danger the tourists had feared. New Orleans was
his home, the streets of the French Quarter his back yard.

And now, again, he had returned home, to the town
he loved more than anything else in the world. But his
return was not a joyous one. Something was wrong with
his home city.
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Very wrong.

He just didn’t know what.

A disturbing call from an unknown *friend” had
brought him from the Xavier Institute in New York—
Gambit’s new home among the super-team known as the
X-Men—back to the Big Easy.

The “friend” had said only that the power was no
longer in the Guilds in New Orleans. That now a man
named Toole controlled things. And Toole did not under-
stand the old ways.

The caller had hung up with no explanation as to how
he had found Remy, or why he had even called. Remy
knew he still had friends in the Guilds even though he
was long ago outcast. More than likely it was one of them.

So he had gone home, and now the night air of New
Orleans again wrapped him in its friendly thickness, the
heat holding him like a mother would hold a child as he
searched for clues.

He moved past Jackson Square and ducked into a
shadowed alcove where he could watch the back entrance
to a private club called the Bijou. The place had been
there since before Remy was bom. The wooden tables
were scarred with the bums of too many cigarette butts,
the wooden floor warped from years of spilled drinks.
Remy knew the air would be filled with a gray smoke that
even during the early morning hours never seemed to
clear. In the back room, a poker game would be going on
continuously. In his memory, that back room had never
been without a game.

Twenty minutes later, Remy’s wait ended as a trench-
coated figure appeared from the dark passage and stepped
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onto the sidewalk. He glanced both directions down the
dark street and then turned to the right, away from the
park, his hands deep in the pockets of his coat.

Remy knew the guy only as “York.” A tall, heavy-
set man with blond hair, York had moved down from
Chicago when he was twenty and had managed to survive.
He was now a small-time player who ran a bookmaking
operation across the river. Sanctioned by the Guilds and
ignored by the cops, York kept his nose clean, staying
only with his book. His only vice was that he liked to
gamble away his profits and most likely had been doing
just that tonight, in the famous back room of the Bijou.

Remy stepped from the shadow and quietly moved
across the street behind the tall man, unheard and unseen.
He had his own coat buttoned and his hand on two of his
playing cards in his pocket, just in case York did some-
thing really stupid. Gambit had the power to charge any
article with extreme kinetic energy that was released in a
very destructive force on impact. A simple playing card,
when charged and flicked, carried more destructive force
than a bullet fired from a handgun.

“Y’ever hear de streets are dangerous, man ami'V"
Remy asked as he neared the large man.

York spun, his right hand clearly holding a gun in the
pocket of his trench coat.

“Kinda jumpy dere, York,” Remy said, smiling at
the big man.

“LeBeau?” York asked, lowering his gun hand
slightly, but not yet letting it go.

And Remy didn’t let go of the cards just yet, either.

“Y’expectin’ someone else?”
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York shook his head, then took a deep breath. “You
just startled me. What are you doing back here? Bella?”

The mention of his wife’s name jolted Remy. Bella
Donna had recovered after being killed because he’d
given her the sacred elixir of life. But when she awoke
she had lost all memory of him. Now she had taken over
as the head of the Assassins Guild. He was a thief, she
an assassin. The two Guilds were sworn enemies from
generations back. No, he was not here for Bella, and until
now he had managed to keep thoughts of her pushed back.

‘Won,” Remy said clearly and firmly. “Just a little
of de information.”

York had now dropped his hand completely, but
Remy knew he still held his gun. But Remy also knew
that York was too smart to move against him.

“I’ll tell you what I can,” York said, glancing around
at the dark street to see if anyone was watching.

Remy knew that someone was watching, but he said
nothing to the big man.

“Toole?” Remy said.

Even in the shadows and faint light of the street,
Remy could see York’s face go pale. He quickly glanced
again in both directions down the street, then stepped a
half step closer to Remy.

“The guy’s a monster,” York said, his voice a harsh
whisper. “Came into town about a year ago when they
started one of the river gambling boats. He controls his
people like they were puppets and ignores the old ways
completely.”

“And nobody yanked his leash?” Remy couldn’t be-
lieve that the Guilds or the police hadn’t stopped the
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growth of a new crime boss. The power here had been
balanced and working for such a long time, someone like
Toole running loose could easily cause a bloodbath.

York shook his head. “I heard they tried a couple of
times, but the guy has power. Almost unnatural power.
He’s like a cancer eating at things, LeBeau.”

Remy nodded. “Where | find dis fellow?”

York shook his head. “That’s another thing about
him. People don’t find him, he finds them. Like a ghost.”

Remy only snorted. “Where, mon ami?”

York looked a little panicked for a moment, then re-
covered. “Best | heard was that he had a warehouse down
the river a ways, armed like a fortress. No one gets in.”

Remy laughed. He was a thief. And one of the best,
if not the best there had ever been. His training was to
get in places where no one else did, and do it without
being seen.

York again glanced around as if afraid someone might
be watching, then turned to Remy. “Look, it’s been good
seeing you, but | got to go.”

Remy only nodded and York looked relieved.

“Good luck,” York said and turned in the direction
he’d been heading.

Remy stepped silently back into the shadows of a
doorway and a moment later when York glanced around
it was clear from his surprise that he couldn’t see Remy.
LeBeau knew that, to York, he had simply disappeared
off the street, an old thief’s trick.

But a harder trick was going to be disappearing from
the person who had watched their conversation. The per-
son standing in the shadows half a block up the street.
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Remy had known he was there the entire time. Now
to find out who he was.

The rotting-flesh stench of the dying man seemed to fill
every comer of the sterile, white room. The smell was
thick, choking, and almost sweet. It covered the hospital
bed, the nightstand, and the four high-tech monitoring ma-
chines against the wall like a thick film in a drank’s mouth
after a long night’s binge. During the day, the smell was
almost bearable, with the air conditioners going and the
windows open, but now, late at night, the room was closed
up and the smell seemed to be even thicker than normal.

A rail-thin nurse with pale skin sat in a chair in front
of the bank of machines and Gary Service, the younger
son of the dying man, sat in a chair beside the bed.

Robert Service, the older son, stood in the door, the
smell keeping him out of the room like a wall. Somehow
he hoped that a slight breeze of fresh air would cover him
from the hall. He couldn’t imagine how his brother stood
the smell that close to the old man for as long as he did.
It seemed the kid was always at the old man’s side, help-
ing the nurses, talking with the doctors.

Robert, on the other hand, stayed in his office most
of the time, on the far side of the huge Service mansion.
He ignored the fact that his father was being eaten slowly
by a nasty form of skin cancer. Someone had to watch
after the family businesses, and with the old man dying,
and Gary worthless when it came to such things, he was
the one.
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And it suited him.

Business in America was a ruthless place, where only
the strong survived. And Robert considered himself ruth-
less. He planned on being one of the strong the day the
old man passed into the next life. If Robert had his way,
the Service millions would soon become the Service bil-
lions.

The old man moaned and Gary looked up. Robert had
to admit that the kid looked tired. His green eyes were
circled with dark rings and his hair was uncombed. He
had some sort of orange food on his shirt from helping
dear old dad eat. The kid had a heart and he cared about
the old man for some reason. And that was Gary’s biggest
problem. He had a heart. He would never make a good
businessman.

“He’s coming around again,” Gary said, standing up
so that he stood beside the old man, almost hovering.
Beside the bed a faint beep-beep-beep signaled a slight
increase in the old man’s heart rate. For some reason the
old man had asked them both to be here, at this late hour
of the night. Robert had no idea why, but that was true
of many things his father did.

“Good,” Robert said. He managed to choke back his
disgust at the rotting smell of human flesh and moved a
step into the room and closer to the bed. The old man had
given him instructions to bring a large sealed package
from the old man’s personal safe. It now rested on the
stand near the bed.

For two years, Robert had wondered what was in the
heavy package, and had been looking forward to opening
it the day his father died. Now it seemed he was going to
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get the chance to see the contents just a little sooner than
expected.

The old man opened his eyes and slowly let them
focus on the ceiling. There was still a hardness to those
gray eyes. In his nightmares, Robert would see those eyes
glaring at him as the old man took his belt and hit him
over and over. Twice a week for years, Robert had sur-
vived the old man’s beatings, while Gary never seemed
to be touched by the belt. Never hit by the old man. It
would be a joyous day, as far as Robert was concerned,
when his father never opened those vicious, gray eyes
again.

“Good,” the old man said, his voice hoarse. “You’re
both here. Send the nurse away.”

With a wave of his hand, Robert chased the woman
in white out of the room and closed the door behind her,
trapping himself with the rotting smell, his dying father,
and his weak brother.

“You brought the package?” his father asked, his
voice gaining strength at the same time as the beeping
from the machine increased in speed.

“On the nightstand beside you,” Robert said.

“Open it, please, Gary,” the old man said, his voice
now firm and in control.

Robert watched as Gary pulled open the tape and the
brown paper wrapping from the package. Inside was an
ornate wooden box, about the size of a woman’s travel
jewelry case. A wax seal covered the edge of the box,
molded over a thin clasp. From what Robert could tell,
the box hadn’t been opened in years.

“The jewel of the temple of Cyttorak,” the old man
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said, staring at the still unopened box. ‘‘It must never be
touched.”

“What?” Robert asked, stepping closer to the bed
and the box, even though the smell pushed at him.

“Father,” Gary said, putting a hand gently on the
decaying skin of the old man’s arm. “I think you should
start from the beginning.”

The old man nodded. “Open the box first. And be
careful to not touch the jewel.”

Gary nodded and used his fingernail to slice open the
wax seal covering a small brass latch. Then he slowly
raised the lid.

Robert gasped.

Gary said, “Oh, my.”

Inside the box, on a soft bed of white silk, was the
largest emerald Robert had ever seen. At least half the
size of his fist. It seemed to fill the area around the box
with a green glow, as if it had an energy all its own.

Robert stepped over closer to his brother and stared
at the emerald. The thing had to be worth millions, at
least. He wanted more than anything to reach down and
pick up the wonderful-looking stone.

“Be very careful,” the old man said. “You must
never touch the emerald. Ever.”

Robert glanced at the old man who kept repeating the
same craziness. The cancer must finally be getting to his
brain, he thought. Robert moved back away from the
choking smell of the dying man. “I think it’s time for that
story, now.”

The old man nodded.

“It happened back when | was stationed in Korea
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with the Army Corps of Engineers. My unit was working
on building a bunker in what looked to be the remains of
an old temple built into a rock cliff. One hot morning, out
of the blue, an old monk approached us and told us a
story of the former god of the temple, a monstrous being
named Cyttorak.”

“Doesn’t sound like a Korean name to me,” Robert
said.

“It’s not,” the old man said. “The monk told us the
god was before time, and not from our world. He said the
temple was not a place for man.”

“And you believed him?”

“Of course not,” the old man said, snorting, then
coughing at the effort. After a moment he went on.
““When it became clear we would not leave, the old monk
warned us that if we should find any gems, to never touch
them, for fear of setting Cyttorak free on the earth again.”

“Setting him free, huh?” Robert laughed.

His father ignored the interruption and continued.
““Then the monk left. We got a good laugh from the story
and went back to work.”

Robert nodded. From his memory of his hard-nosed
father, that sounded right. More likely they ran the old
monk off into the trees at gunpoint, but there was no rea-
son to suggest that now.

“Three days later, while exploring a caved-in area
under the temple, we found an old statue. It was a huge
chunk of carved rock that showed an ugly beast of a crea-
ture sitting on a throne. His hands were extended outward,
as if at one time he’d been holding something in each.”

“Let me guess,” Robert said. “ Cyttorak.”
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“Most likely,” the old man said, ignoring the sar-
casm in his son’s voice. “It sure spooked about half my
crew. Over the years that we were in that godforsaken
country, my crew and | had seen a lot of strange things.
That statue in that old temple was one of the strangest.”

“So, Father,” Gary said, “how’d you find the em-
erald?”’

“Not exactly sure,” he said, shaking his head from
side to side. “‘All I remember is it being late at night and
I found myself being drawn up to our construction area.
The two guards | had posted on the place startled me
awake, as if 1’d been sleepwalking or something.”

“Not a good thing to be doing in Korea,” Robert
said. “At least from what | have heard about the place.”

The father choked out a half laugh. “You have that
right.”

““Go on,” Gary said, again touching the rotting flesh
of the old man.

The old man looked for a long moment at the glowing
emerald in its case on the medical stand, then went on
with his story. “1 decided that there must have been some-
thing drawing me there that night, so | went ahead and
did a quick inspection of our bunker, just to see if any-
thing was wrong. After the inspection, | found myself
wandering back into the old temple and down near the
statue. In the darkness, | spotted the green glow coming
from one wall right across from the statue. When | dug
at the glow with a shovel, the emerald dropped out.”

“And you didn’t touch it?” Gary asked.

“I almost did,” the old man said. “I wanted to.”

“Then you remembered the monk’s words, right?”
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Robert said, managing not to laugh at the story.

“ Actually, that’s right,” the old man said, glaring
with those cold gray eyes at Robert.

Robert only returned the stare and after a moment his
father looked away, glancing at the emerald before he
continued.

“1 picked up the emerald with a shovel, wrapped it
in some cloth, and stuck it in a backpack. I never told a
person about it until today.”

“All because of the words of a monk almost thirty
years ago?” Robert asked.

The old man only nodded, his eyes going slightly va-
cant, as if telling the story had taken some of the last of
his strength.

“And you didn’t use the gem as collateral to help
build our business? You just kept it hidden?” Robert
couldn’t believe that his father wouldn’t have used such
a valuable gem to his best advantage, especially since he
came back from Korea totally broke and built a million-
dollar fortune since,

“That’s right,” the old man said. “No one has seen
it until tonight. Not even your mother, God rest her soul.”

“Well,” Robert said, “1 don’t intend to let a stupid
legend stop me from having this stone checked out.”

With two quick steps through the thick smell of
cancer-rotting flesh, he moved to where Gary had placed
the box on the medicine table near the bed.

“No!” the old man said.

Gary moved to stop him, but far too late.

He reached into the box and picked up the green em-
erald of Cyttorak.
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His first thought was that the old man must have
wired the gem with an electrical current. His hand froze
to the surface of the stone like a kid’s tongue to an ice-
covered flagpole.

The energy charged his arm, filling his chest and head
with a feeling of strength, like nothing he had never felt
before.

Then the energy surged, as if the first jolt had only
been a faint test.

He screamed and closed his eyes as the energy pushed
and shoved its way into his body, filling him like a bal-
loon, pushing out at his skin as if trying to make him
explode.

And then, as if suddenly opening his eyes on a new
day, he understood what was happening. He was becom-
ing stronger, bigger, more powerful than ever before.

Yet there was something missing. As his strength and
energy increased, he could sense that it was only a part
of the full power he might have. He knew that the stone
he’d touched was only part of what had once been a larger
stone. And that now that he had touched the stone, he
needed the other parts, more than he needed anything else.
He would never be complete until he had them all to-
gether.

With a sudden snap the surging energy from the em-
erald let him go.

He slowly opened his eyes.

His father and brother both cowered together, staring
up at him, their eyes wide, their mouths open.

The room around him seemed strange now to him, as
if he were looking at it from another perspective. With a
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quick glance around, then down at his own tattered
clothes, he realized what had happened.

He had physically gotten bigger.

Much bigger.

He squeezed his hands and stretched his arms.

Much stronger, too.

Where before he could have never reached the seven-
foot ceiling of the room, now he touched it without a
problem.

He glared down at his father and enjoyed the look of
fear in those awful gray eyes. It was a look he’d never
seen in them before and it pleased him.

“Are—are you all right?” Gary asked, his voice
shaking with fear.

“Better than ever,” he said. His voice was so loud it
shook the machines monitoring his father.

He held up the emerald and studied it. Now it didn’t
seem to glow as it had moments before. Its energy had
transferred to him. He knew that, as he knew that this was
only a fragment of a much more powerful stone.

As he knew he would never rest until he had the
remaining parts of the emerald.

He laughed and his laugh seemed to fill the room and
shake the curtains pulled over the window. Now he would
be stronger and more powerful than he had ever hoped.
And that extra power fit right in with his plans to be the
richest and most powerful man alive. .

“1 warned you— his father said.

“And like always, Father,” Robert said, bellowing
down at the old man, “you were wrong. If you’d have
touched your precious emerald, you wouldn’t be lying
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there rotting away like a dead fish in the hot sun. But now
there is nothing you can do, is there? I’'m no longer a
child to be beaten at your whim. Now, |I’m the strong one.
How does it feel, Father?”

The old man’s face was filled with intense fear as he
stared up from his bed.

The beeping on the heart monitor intensified and sud-
denly shrill alarms sounded.

“Nurse!” Gary shouted as the old man clutched his
chest and snapped his eyes closed in response to the pain.

Robert only laughed, then turned and headed for the
door, the emerald in his hand. He had work to do, an
empire to build. And two more parts of the emerald to
find to complete his power.

At the door he had to duck to pass through. And that
made him laugh all the way to his office.
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here were longer and longer stretches of time in

which Cain Marko’s greatest desire was to just be

left alone.

As a kid growing up with a sadistic father, Cain was
often left alone. And back then he didn’t want it that way.
Then, all he wanted was a kind word from his father, a
show of any sort of affection, any kind of positive atten-
tion. But what he got were cold looks, indifference, and
physical abuse. So much coldness in fact that he grew up
hating his family. He hated his father for his coldness, his
stepmother for her weakness, and his stepbrother Charles
for the favoritism his father showed because the little kid
was smart.

But now, years later, as the Juggernaut, he more often
than not just wanted to be left alone with his own thoughts
and the peace of each day. It hadn’t been that way when
he had first become the Juggernaut. Then all he had
wanted to do was smash things. Anything that got in his
way. Or even thought of getting in his way.

That had been years ago. Now, peace and quiet was
sufficient.

But today, as with many other times over the years,
peace and quiet wasn’t to be.

Around him the warm day and thick, humid air
wrapped the Ohio countryside in a sense of serenity. He
had found an old, abandoned farmhouse sitting in some
ragged trees on a slight rise. From the looks of the well-
tended fields around it, some larger farm had bought this
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one and just left the family house to crumble with time.
Now the paint was long since scoured from the wood,
leaving it gray and cracked. The roof leaked and rats had
built nests in the walls. Marko felt almost sorry for the
place. At some time in the past the old place looked to
have held a family. Maybe even a happy family. Marko
could only hope.

Now, for Cain Marko, the Juggernaut, the old farm-
house was perfect. He had spent the last two days just
hanging out around the old building, enjoying the quiet.
In the mornings he wandered the fields and the nearby
dirt roads, in the afternoon he sat on what remained of
the back porch, just leaning against the building and star-
ing out over the land. Two days now and it had been the
longest stretch of peacefulness that he could remember.
And if he got his way, he’d just stay right here for the
summer.

He had just returned to the porch after a walk and
was just sitting his huge frame gently down on the old,
faded wood, when the pain hit.

Pain in his chest, almost like he would have imagined
a heart attack might feel like.

But he was the Juggernaut. He didn’t feel pain.

And he would never have a heart attack, not as long
as the Crimson Ruby of Cyttorak was attached to his
chest.

He had felt impacts in fights in the past, but never
pain, not since the day he’d picked up the ruby in that
old temple. It had transformed him into the Juggernaut,
an unstoppable force. And with his armor, including his
helmet, nothing could hurt him.
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Now suddenly, something was hurting him.

He grabbed his chest and roared, shaking the old
building around him.

But the pain didn’t diminish.

Or increase.

He pounded on his chest as if he were playing King
Kong climbing the Empire State Building, hoping to
knock the pain out and away.

That didn’t change it.

It was just a solid aching pain around the ruby on his
chest. And it was starting to make him mad.

Really mad.

He smashed a fist through the wood floor of the
porch, then stopped.

He forced himself to take a deep breath.

Come on, pal, he said to himself. Get a grip. Breaking
up this old place aint gonna help.

Another big, deep breath and he could sense some-
thing. A direction? Was the pain coming from the outside?

“Weird,” he said aloud.

He stood and moved out into the open grassy area
that had once been the farmhouse’s front yard. There he
stopped, facing south, and took a third deep breath to calm
his anger just a touch.

Nothing. The pain continued, just like he remembered
feeling from a bad toothache he’d had when he was a kid.
His father had ignored his requests to go to a dentist for
three days. Three days of intense pain that Cain remem-
bered very clearly.

Now he was feeling that same kind of pain again.

And he didn’t like it today anymore than he did then.
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When the Juggernaut didn’t like something, he
pounded on it until there was nothing left to pound on.
Somehow, he’d find what was causing this pain and pound
it like he’d never pounded anything before.

He took another deep breath and turned to face west.

He wasn’t sure, but it felt as if the pain might have
increased slightly. It was as if the ruby was trying to tell
him something, but he couldn’t understand. He had never
really gained any increased intelligence from the ruby,
only massive strength.

He quickly turned to the north and the pain went back
to its original level. And now he could sense a little more.
Something was interfering with the power into the ruby.
Something was cutting at the bands of Cyttorak where his
power came from. He knew that, but he didn’t know how
he knew that.

For the first time in a very long time, he was worried.
If the power of the ruby was cut, he’d just be a regular
human being again. Someone who could be hurt and
killed. He’d been the Juggernaut for so long he could no
longer imagine just being a regular human. There was no
way he was going to let that happen without a fight, that
was for sure.

He faced east and the pain went down slightly. Inside
his head he could sense that was the right direction, as if
something through the stone was telling him so.

So east it was.

Without a look back at the abandoned farmhouse, he
started off across the field, paying no attention to what
was in his way ahead.
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Nothing was going to stop him until he found out who
or what was causing him this pain.
And then he would stop it. Hard.

Gary Service took a long, deep breath and stepped back
away from his father’s death bed. The nurse had managed
to calm the old man enough to stop the heart attack from
being serious and give him some medication. Now he
slept, his breath wheezing in and out, once in a while
catching, making Gary wonder if that was the last breath
for old man Service, or not.

Gary felt numb inside.

He forced himself to move out into the hall and down
toward the darkened kitchen. What had happened to Rob-
ert was not something he could have even imagined. As
always, Robert had been angry, defying their father at
every turn. And Gary would have expected that if the old
man said, “Don’t touch,” then Robert would touch.

Gary laughed aloud and the sound echoed off the pol-
ished wooden floor and high ceilings of the hallway.
Maybe the old man had wanted Robert to touch the gem
after all. Maybe the old man figured it would serve Robert
right, but it was clear the result was not what the old man
had expected. Not at all.

It was not a result anyone in the world would have
expected, or believed.

But it had happened. Robert had touched the emerald
and been suddenly filled with a bright green energy of
some sort that became so bright that it hurt Gary’s eyes
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to watch. Then Robert had simply grown in an impossible
manner, from a normal five-foot-ten, to six-and-a-half feet
tall. And muscled, as if he had been lifting weights for
ten years. It was like something that happened only in a
special effect on television, or to some New York super
hero, not in the real world. People don’t just grow in front
of your eyes.

But Robert had.

Gary slowly moved into the huge kitchen, shaking his
head at the insanity of what he had seen. He retrieved a
tall glass and filled it with milk, then grabbed some freshly
baked chocolate-chip cookies. Robert always snorted at
Gary’s childhood habit of milk and cookies, but Gary
loved it, and if it helped Robert continue to believe that
Gary was weak and young and stupid, so much the better.

Robert would soon find out different. He was in for
a big surprise when the old man died and Robert discov-
ered that Gary owned fifty-one percent of the Service
businesses. And he would be even more surprised when
Gary stepped in and ran the business with the intent of
giving all the profits and eventually all the business to
charity. That would make Robert see red. But there would
be nothing the older brother could do about it. Nothing at
all, no matter how big he got.

Gary dropped down at the large kitchen table and
gazed out the darkened window at the night beyond. The
only light came from down near the garage area and filled
the old trees with a faint glow. Otherwise, the estate was
dark and quiet.

His mother had made the entire family have breakfast
together at this table every day. Gary had liked that, right



THE JEWELS Of CYTTORAK

up until the day she died. Robert, of course, had hated it,
and complained every day about the chore.

And more often than not, he got hit by their father
for his complaints. As far as Gary was concerned, Robert
had usually deserved what he got. Granted, the old man
had been hard on Robert when he was young, but the old
man had been hard on everyone around him, including his
own wife. The poor woman had died broken five years
ago and it was on that day that Gary decided to take over
the hard-earned and so-important business of his father
and give every penny to charities, the very thing that his
father would have hated. And his mother would have
loved.

It had taken Gary almost two years before he con-
vinced his father to change his will and give him that extra
one percent. And not tell Robert he was doing so. Two
years of being nice to an old man he hated.

Now the old man was dying. Gary knew his older
brother wanted their father gone more than anything. For
certain Robert would have been surprised to learn Gary
did, also. Maybe even more than Robert.

Robert Service Sr.’s death would not be one that any-
one would mourn. And that was a pity. No one should
die that way.

Gary finished his milk and cookies and stood. He put
the glass in the sink and then headed back for his father’s
room. His first inclination was to go see how his older
brother was doing with his new growth and muscles, but
after a moment, he decided that really didn’t matter. What
was important tonight was making sure the old man didn’t
change a thing in his will or his business until his death.
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And to do that, Gary had to stay at his side and keep
smiling.

There would be more than enough time for celebrat-
ing later, after the old man was dead.

The French Quarter in New Orleans is layered over and
over with history. Every building, every courtyard, every
park or street has a special history. The people who lived
and worked in the French Quarter used that history to
draw customers in any way they could. And it was also
rumored that the streets and buildings of the French Quar-
ter were filled with the ghosts of the people who had made
all that history.

Remy LeBeau had never seen a ghost in all his years
of growing up on those streets. And on this late night, he
didn’t expect to run into one. What he did expect was to
discover who stood like a ghost in the shadows of a door-
way across the street, listening to his private conversa-
tions.

Now one full hour had passed and Remy continued
to stand, unmoving, in the shadows of the building where
he had stepped after York left. He hadn’t moved and nei-
ther had the person watching him across the narrow street.

Around Remy, the dark night of the French Quarter
in New Orleans only flickered with life. At one point a
young couple had walked past his position, not even no-
ticing him. They had continued on past his watcher, also
not noticing anything different on that side of the street.

A half dozen taxies had passed by, rushing through
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the moist, damp air to get to drunken fares, most likely
tourists who would be too drunk to realize until tomorrow
morning that the cabbie had charged them five bucks too
much. But the cab’s lights hadn’t illuminated Remy’s
watcher any more than Remy had allowed them to light
him up.

One hour and it was still a draw. The guy was good,
but Remy was better.

He waited for the moment when a cab had just passed
his position, then stepped onto the sidewalk. Walking
away at a normal pace, he turned the comer and started
toward the lights and drunks of Bourbon Street three
blocks away. He knew before he turned the comer that
his shadow was following him.

Good.

Remy made sure he was far enough down the street
for the guy watching him to get around the comer. Then
slowly, as if he was just strolling, he turned into a small
space between two buildings, actually a dark entrance to
an interior courtyard, blocked three feet in by a high, vine-
covered gate.

With two quick running bounds he was over the gate
and into the courtyard beyond. Quickly he doubled back,
moving silently through the shadows, so silently that he
stepped over a sleeping cat at one point and didn’t even
wake the animal.

The courtyard was like an open plant-filled park in
the center of the block, with dark windows fronting on it
from all four directions. An old wooden staircase led up
the side of one building and Remy headed up there,
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quickly gaining the roof of the three-story building and
moving back toward the street.

He eased carefully and slowly up to the edge of the
building and studied the street below. It took him only a
moment to spot the guy who had been following him
standing in a shadowed alcove across the street, watching
the entrance Remy had entered.

Remy almost laughed aloud. Slowly he moved back
from the edge, then quickly back down into the courtyard
and out a door that lead back to the street they had started
on. Then he went out and around a half block, coming up
from behind the guy standing in the shadows.

“You lookin’ for de men’s room?” Remy asked,
stepping in front of the guy. In his hand Remy had two
playing cards. He could charge them and flick them before
the guy could even turn, if he needed to.

“No,” the man said, glancing at Remy without a hint
of surprise or smile at the fact that he had been caught.
“But | hear you are looking for Mr. Toole.”

Remy studied the guy’s face and eyes. He stood
Remy’s height, with pale, almost translucent blue skin that
seemed to shine in the darkness of the street. His gaze
was sharp, the dark black of his eyes almost painfully cold
and unblinking.

“You hear good, mon ami,” Remy said.

“Mr. Toole would be interested in meeting you, Mr.
LeBeau. Please follow me.”

Remy stepped back as the man moved forward.
“Y’ask nice,” Remy said, holding out his hand to stop
the man, “but de answers come first.”
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However, what happened next was something Remy
would have never suspected. His hand went right through
the man’s shoulder.

“What?” Remy said, jumping back, cards in his hand
out in plain sight, charged, and ready to flip.

The man stopped, then laughed like a small barking
dog, the sound bouncing off the nearby buildings.

“You have taken the fun out of the evening, Mr.
LeBeau. That is too bad. I so enjoy a good evening.”

With another laugh the man simply shimmered and
then vanished.

Remy stood staring at the position the guy had been
in a moment before, then glanced quickly around.

The streets of the French Quarter had returned to nor-
mal on this hot summer night. In the distance, ajazz band
still blared out a tune. Cabs lined the curb two blocks up
near Bourbon Street. The too-loud laughter of a drunk
drifted over the buildings.

No one stood with Remy on that dark side street.

The guy had vanished.

More likely, he had never been on the street in the
first place. Maybe it had been only a projection of some
sort. It certainly hadn’t been a ghost.

“Cute trick,” Remy said aloud. “But de last laugh
will be mine.”

An hour later Remy could still not find the slightest
trace of any projector or any other way the image of the
man could have appeared on the streets of the French
Quarter.

And every so often he thought he heard the sound of
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a man laughing like a small barking dog. The sound gave
him the chills, as if he were hearing a ghost laugh.

And it also made him mad. And Gambit was not a
good person to make angry, even by a ghost.
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lowly the sun broke over the edge of the deep valley,
the light oozing down the rock and pine-covered hill-
side like someone had poured a bucket of thick, or-

ange and yellow paint on the top of the ridge. It filled the

cracks in the rocks and drove the morning mist higher
into the air, where it swirled and then vanished.

Albert Jonathan had always loved sitting on the front
porch of his small log cabin, watching the morning creep
down into the deep Idaho valley he called home. For one
hundred and sixty-three summers he had loved watching
that sunrise. But this morning, for the first time, he
dreaded the coming day.

Albert appeared, to the few who met him, to be the
very picture of an Idaho mountain man. He had a long
white beard and white hair. His face was rough and red
from the sharp wind and bright sun. In the early years,
he’d only worn animal skins, but since the turn of the
century, and the first real gold mining rush into this area,
he’d worn regular clothes, bought at the store a week’s
walk away in the little town of Yellow Pine. He only went
into town once a year. He never talked to anyone and no
one had paid him any attention. Fifty years back, he had
reported to the authorities that Albert Jonathan had died
and left his land to his son, Albert Jonathan Jr. He had
no son, but the little ploy had covered the fact that he was
living so long.

During the mining rush in the 1890s, he’d filed the
first official homestead claim for his land and the eighty
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acres around it. During those early years he had been
forced to defend it from all trespassers. There were three
bodies buried down the hill a ways on a ridge overlooking
the river. Back before the West got civilized, all three
thought they could take his cabin and supplies.

The thought had gotten them all killed.

But mostly during the last eighty years the outside
world had left him alone and for that he was glad. Since
that very first trip into this wilderness area as a trapper in
1840, he had loved the steep mountains, the wild rivers,
the unforgiving beauty of the Idaho back country, and he
just wanted to live alone with that beauty for as many
more years as he was going to live.

Five years after first trapping along the river that ran
through this steep-walled valley, he had returned and built
his first log cabin. He had been thirty-six and had fully
expected to live out his last days trapping and doing a
little mining, living alone in the mountains he loved.

He had not expected to live this long, not even after
finding and picking up the large emerald that had cured
his aching back, given him new teeth, and cleared up his
fuzzy vision. But something about that large emerald had
been very special, and for a long, long time he hadn’t
questioned it, only just lived and enjoyed, keeping the
emerald tucked away in a very special hiding place.

But last night that had all changed.

He didn’t know how he knew everything had
changed, any more than he knew how he had lived for
such a long time. But early last night he had felt another
person crawl into his head with him, like an unwanted
stranger entering a dark house.
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An evil person.

And there was nothing Albert could do to kick this
stranger out.

He knew that he was now connected to this evil force
and it would soon come looking for him.

And for his stone. He knew that, too. The evil wanted
the stone and to get the stone it had to kill Albert.

And like the three men down buried down on the
ridge, it was going to get a fight.

No clouds broke the blue morning sky. The day was
going to be hot and dry, as many summer days were in
these mountains. Albert sat quietly watching the morning
sun creep down the side of the valley wall, the Springfield
.30-’06 rifle he’d bought in 1923 at his side. For a century
and a half, Albert had lived in this valley and he knew
every rock, every tree, every path and game trail in and
out. And he could stand so still that even deer walked past
him without knowing he was there.

He was a mountain man and these were his moun-
tains. Mountain law would apply. He would defend his
homestead.

Let the evil monster come. He would be ready.

Professor Charles Xavier sat alone in his study in the Xa-
vier Institute for Higher Learning, waiting.

The stone fireplace crackled with a low fire even
though the temperature in the Westchester area of New
York was predicted to be in the high eighties. The Pro-
fessor had discovered years before that a small fire took
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the chill off the marbled walls and hard floors of his study.
He knew that the chill was mostly imagined, since his
hoverchair covered his legs and kept him very comforta-
ble. But for the most powerful telepath in the world, imag-
ined comfort was almost as important as real.

Maybe even more so.

The Professor slumped slightly in his chair, his bald
head reflecting the yellow flames of the fire in the dark
room. Lately he’d come to like the study dark, even dur-
ing the bright, summer days. Heavy drapes covered the
tall windows and he never had them pulled open. The
sameness of the dark study, day or night, kept him better
focused on events outside the room. And lately there had
been a lot of events.

It seemed there always were.

And now there was another.

Not as important on the scheme of things as some of
the tasks his X-Men had handled lately, perhaps, but still
one that needed to be dealt with.

There was a knock at the door and Scott Summers
and Jean Grey entered. They both moved across the study
to face the Professor as he turned around.

“You wanted to see us, sir,” Scott said.

The Professor smiled. Scott had been with the team
for a long time and he still sometimes acted like a young
boy called into the principal’s office when summoned. It
was one of the countless things that the Professor liked
about the leader of the X-Men.

“Yes,” the Professor said, glancing down at his hov-
erchair, then back up at Scott, whose eyes were covered
by sunglasses made of ruby quartz—the only material that
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could keep his powerful optic blasts in check. “There’s a
slight problem 1 need your help with.”

“ Anything,” Jean said. At the moment she was
dressed in a long red summer dress that accented her flow-
ing red hair and pale skin. Scott wore light summer slacks
and a Polo shirt. A tennis sweater was tied around his
neck.

Jean and Scott made the perfect couple and always
had, since their days as founding members of the X-
Men—though the road from teammates to married couple
was a rocky one. Still, even after everything they’d been
through lately, all the missions and danger that being an
X-Man meant, they looked rested and healthy. The two
of them never ceased to amaze and please him.

“This item,” the Professor said, “is sort of a family
matter.” He hesitated, then went on. “Cain is acting
strangely again.”

“ ‘Acting strangely’ how?” Scott asked.

“1’'m not really sure,” the Professor said. Cain Marko
was the Juggernaut, and the X-Men had, so far, been the
only thing that had managed to consistently stop or slow
him down.

“1 got this report faxed to me twenty minutes ago,”
the Professor said. He handed Scott a paper and waited
for them to read it together.

Basically the fax said that the Juggernaut had stormed
right through the middle of an Ohio town, heading east
and slightly north. The problem was that he hadn’t even
bothered to use a road, simply walked through, or over,
anything that was in front of him. So far, the damage had
been minimal, and limited to vehicles, the occasional fire
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hydrant, and one deputy who made the mistake of trying
to stop him and had a concussion to show for it. With the
Juggernaut’s strength, that could just as easily have been
a broken neck.

“Something got under his helmet,” Scott said, shak-
ing his head. “That’s for sure.”

“You want us to confront him?” Jean asked.

The Professor nodded. “Yes. This is not a typical
rampage, but the Juggernaut is still a danger. At the very
least, we need to keep an eye on him.”

“We’ll handle it,” Scott said confidently.

“Thank you, Scott,” the Professor said.

“No problem, sir,” Scott said.

Arm in arm, the two turned and left the dark study to
return to the bright light of the summer day.

For a moment the Professor watched them go, then
turned and stared into the fire.

There had been a number of times he wished he could
get inside his stepbrother’s mind to see what drove him.
But the helmet he wore kept out any telepathic intrusion.

What are you up to, Cain?

There was no answer.

The plush office of Wingate Toole overlooked the river
and parts of New Orleans beyond through two-inch-thick,
bulletproof glass. A well-stocked bar filled the wall near-
est the window with shelf after shelf of varied liqueurs
and ornate glassware. The room was thickly carpeted and
oak paneled, and the center of the area was dominated by

50



THE JEWELS OF CYTTORAK

a massive oak desk surrounded on three sides by heavy,
high-backed chairs.

Air-conditioning kept the temperature of the room at
exactly seventy-one degrees no matter how warm and hu-
mid it got outside. But this morning, to Wingate Toole,
the temperature seemed much higher. The air felt thick
and heavy with the fear that he held clamped inside his
stomach. Every so often, during the morning, he had bro-
ken out into a thick, oily sweat.

A large man, built like a truck driver, Toole normally
would be sitting at his desk at this time of the morning,
his feet up, the smoke of his cigars filling the air as two
or three of his business partners sat nearby talking over
the coming day’s activities.

But not this morning.

In the middle of the night, he’d sent his entire org-
anization into full security alert. The warehouse complex
that housed his office had become like Fort Knox.

No one got in or out.

Period.

Thick, steel shutters had been lowered over his huge
office window, blocking the view and the rising sun. Extra
machine guns had been set up facing every possible en-
trance. A helicopter circled slowly over the area, also
armed and watching for any sign of anything different.

Over two hundred men with the newest, most modem
and powerful weapons guarded the inside of the ware-
house complex, all in full combat alert. All had orders to
shoot to Kkill.

Toole chain-smoked cigars as he paced behind his
desk. His most trusted associate, a tall, rail-thin man
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named Kyle, stood and watched, saying nothing. Kyle had
been at Toole’s side since shortly after the fear had
crawled into Toole’s head in the middle of the night and
warned him of someone coming after him.

It had been a long night for both of them, but Toole
knew it was only starting. The long night was going to
stretch into days, maybe weeks, before this was finished.
He knew it “inside” like he had known other things over
the years that had helped him build this empire of crime.

And inside his head he kept hearing someone laugh-
ing.

Someone who wanted to come and take everything
he had built.

He was not going to let that happen.

Not today, not ever.

It was time to check on one more detail.

Toole stopped pacing, yanked out his big leather
chair, and dropped down into it. Stabbing his cigar out
like he was crushing an insect with it, he glared up at
Kyle. ‘“‘Report to me every thirty minutes on the status of
security around the building,” Toole said. “Now get out
of here.”

Kyle only nodded and turned away.

Toole watched him go. It was Kyle’sjob to make sure
no one could get in, and Toole trusted him to do it. And
Kyle was very good at his job. Maybe even the best. But
in this circumstance, Toole wanted to be informed all the
time. After all, it was his life and his empire that was at
risk.

Toole waited until Kyle snapped the door closed, then
Toole flipped a switch, locking the door and electronically
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blocking all snooping devices. Then he sprang back to his
feet and moved to the bar near the window. He could use
a drink right about now, but didn’t dare. He wouldn’t
drink until this was over.

In quick succession, he picked up and put down six
different bottles on three shelves. As the last bottle was
replaced, a slight click echoed through the large room and
a small panel on the ornate wooden front of his desk
opened wide.

Behind the panel was a small safe.

Toole moved three more bottles in succession, dis-
arming an alarm system and explosive booby-trap that
would instantly kill anyone who touched the safe while it
was still activated.

Kneeling in front of the desk, he spun the dial to the
correct combination and opened the safe, doing something
he hadn’t dared do all night.

Inside was a small leather pouch. He pulled it out and
felt the reassuring weight inside.

As a construction worker doing a housing job outside
of New Orleans, he’d stumbled on a large green stone
buried in the mud. That day he’d been feeling hung over
and a headache had been pounding at him for most of the
hot afternoon. But the minute he touched the stone, his
headache vanished and he felt stronger and more alive
than he had in years.

He pocketed the stone without telling anyone and
went back to work. A few days later, he started having
ideas that got him thinking beyond just drinking and
working construction. And since he’d touched the stone
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he felt great, had plenty of energy, and didn’t much need
sleep.

Five years later, he stood on the verge of taking over
all of New Orleans.

He slid the gem out of the bag and held it in his
hands. Normally, the feeling of strength he got from the
stone would be enforced by touching it, and he had spent
many a night just sitting at his desk holding the emerald.

But this time the touch of the stone was almost hot,
and he dropped it at once.

Inside his head he heard the laughing again. And the
words, |’'m coming.

He picked the stone back up and put it in its pouch.
He tossed it back into the safe and snapped the door shut,
then closed the panel over it.

With a quick step back to the bar he armed the safe
again.

Then, taking a deep breath he turned to the air and
spoke to the voice in his head.

“Come and get me,” Toole said, his voice muffled
in the big room. “ If you think you can.”

The only reply was the faint impression of someone
laughing.

Robert Service had spent the night sitting on the couch in
his office, staring at the large emerald laying on the coffee
table in front of him.

And laughing.

For some reason the joy of the emerald’s power just
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made him laugh. He’d never laughed much before, tend-
ing to take life more seriously, as his father had beat into
him to do. But suddenly ending up with the power from
the emerald had caused him to just laugh at the world and
the wonderful luck he’d been handed by the man he hated.

How ironic it was.

And how funny.

After leaving his father and brother and returning to
his office, he’d tried to sit at his desk, but his expanded
frame had made the desk and all the chairs far too small
for him. He had smashed a second chair simply by trying
to sit in it. Obviously he’d have to have a special desk
and chair made for him.

The couch had held him and he’d spent the night
sitting there, staring at the emerald, alternately laughing
at his good fortune and silently trying his best to get in
touch with the feelings he had inside his head. Later in
the day, he planned on testing some of the limits of his
new size and strength, and having a doctor check him over
to make sure he really was as healthy as he felt. But for
the entire night he just sat and stared at the emerald.

And he got some answers.

His new physical power, even as great as it seemed,
was only a small part of what it might be if he found the
other two parts of the emerald. How he knew this, he had
no idea. But, as with the strength, it just came with the
emerald.

However, the emerald had given him no other special
abilities that he could determine. He wasn’t any smarter,
that he could tell, and he couldn’t sense anything that
didn’t directly relate to the emerald. And even then the
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sense was distant, like a whisper caught on a breeze.

But the whispers were loud enough for him to un-
derstand that two people possessed the other two emer-
alds. Both lived in the United States, one in the west, one
in the south. Exactly where, he had no idea, nor did he
know who the people were. But he could sense their pres-
ence and their direction and he figured that would be
enough.

He could also sense another very powerful creature
tied directly into the source of the energy of his emerald.
Every time he thought of that creature, he felt a faint pain
throughout his body and saw red. At the moment, he had
no idea what that meant, but he assumed in time he would
find out. What he did know was that the red creature was
getting closer with every hour and the pain was increasing
slightly.

He had no intention of being in this office when that
creature, whatever it was, arrived.

A knock at his office door interrupted his musings
over the emerald.

“Robert?” Gary’s voice drifted faintly through the
thick wooden door.

“Come in,” Robert said, his voice booming so loud
that it startled him. Glasses on the wet bar shook from the
intensity of it. It was going to take some time to get used
to his new power.

The door slowly opened and Gary stepped through,
his face pale, his eyes sunken from lack of sleep. But at
the sight of Robert, Gary’s face got even paler and his
eyes widened with the shock of what he was seeing.

Robert laughed, again rocking the glasses on the bar
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across the room. “Gonna take some getting used to, isn’t
it, little brother?”

Gary nodded and stopped in the doorway, still staring
at the mostly nude body of Robert.

Robert’s shredded clothes had fallen aw'ay during the
night and he’d covered himself with a blanket that looked
more like a towel over his huge body. He knew exactly
how he looked—he’d spent a considerable amount of time
staring into the mirror—and he liked it. He liked the size
of his chest and arms more than anything.

After a moment Gary asked, “Are you all right?”

“Better than ever,” Robert said, standing and wrap-
ping the blanket around his waist like a beach towel. His
head almost reached the tall ceiling.

Gary’s mouth actually opened in shock as Robert
stood and faced him, and it was clear to Robert that the
look in Gary’s eyes was pure fear.

“Jealous, little brother?” Robert asked, and laughed.

Gary shook his head slowly, never taking his eyes off
Robert. “Just worried,” he said softly.

“You,” Robert said, pointing at Gary, “worried
about me? Now that’s a funny one.”

“You are my brother,” Gary said.

Robert stepped one large, building-shaking step closer
to Gary and the smaller man cowered back slightly, but,
to his credit, didn’t budge.

“Are we lucky? Has the old man gone to meet the
devil yet?” Robert asked.

Gary shook his head. “Keep your voice down,” he
said. “He’ll hear you.”

Robert laughed even harder at that. “And you think
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I care?” Robert asked. Then he glared down at Gary.
“You just keep sniveling around Father like you’ve been
doing and leave me alone. Fve got a few trips to make
and | may be gone for a few days. Call me if the old man
croaks.”

Gary said nothing, but simply turned and left, slarn-
ming the door as he went.

Robert laughed, long and hard. He knew his laughs
were echoing through the big, old mansion. He just hoped
they were driving his brother and father crazy. It would
be an added benefit to this wonderful new strength and
size.

Too bad he couldn’t stay around longer and have even
more fun with them. Maybe after he found the other parts
of the emerald and returned, there would be time.

“Oh, that would be fun,” he said, and laughed again.

Gary let the booming, echoing laughs of his brother fol-
low him down the gloomy halls of the mansion. Robert’s
size was incredible. During the night Gary had almost
convinced himself that he’d imagined what had happened
with the emerald and Robert. But now, in the light of day,
it was clear that Robert’s new size and power were very
real.

That made his plans even harder. Robert was just
crazy enough that he’d kill his own brother when he found
out how he had been tricked out of control of the Service
businesses. And now Robert had the power to do it.

There had to be a way to get Robert back to normal,
or at least a way to control him.
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Gary headed toward his father’s room. Maybe the old
man knew a way. After all, he’d been the one to find the
emerald in the first place.

Last night, after Robert had touched the emerald, their
father had had a very mild heart attack. The nurse had
kept him sedated for the remainder of the night, and a
doctor had checked him over this morning. No change.
He was going to die shortly of cancer, if his heart didn’t
take him first. And there wasn’t a thing medical science
could do to stop it.

And for that Gary was glad.

As Gary got to his father’s room, the old man was
starting to come around again.

The machines near his bed were all active and the
heart monitor beeped continuously. The morning nurse, a
middle-aged, brown-haired woman with hard gray eyes
sat on a chair near the machines, reading a Stephen King
novel.

Gary let the smell of the cancer envelop him as he
entered the room. Even after being so close to his father
over the last month as the cancer got worse, the smell still
turned his stomach. He doubted if he’d ever clear that
smell out of his memory.

“Father,” Gary said, moving over beside the blinking
old man and sitting down in his normal chair beside the
bed. “Go slow. I’m right here.”

But the old man seemed upset. He grabbed Gary’s
arm with a surprisingly strong grip, pulled himself up
slightly, and looked Gary right in the eye.

“Did | dream it?” he asked, his voice hard and raspy.
“Did Robert touch the emerald?”
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“1'm afraid he did,” Gary said.

The old man let go of Gary’s arm and sank back,
closing his eyes with a sigh.

The beeping of the machine increased and the nurse
looked up at it, then went back to reading.

“Nurse,” Gary said, “Could we possibly have a mo-
ment alone, please?”

The woman glanced at the machines, nodded, then
stood and left the room without a word, closing the door
behind her as she went.

“Father,” Gary said, lightly touching the back of the
old man’s hand. “Tell me more about the emerald. Is
there any way to return Robert to normal?”

The old man shook his head, flopping it back and
forth as if he were having a nightmare. Then he stopped
and opened his eyes again. ‘‘All | know is what that monk
told us,” he said. “ And | told you all he said last night.”

“Oh,” Gary said, sitting back in his chair, dejected.
So much for getting a quick fix from the old man.

“But,” his father said softly, almost as if he were
afraid to speak.

Gary sat back up straight and again touched his fa-
ther’s hand. “But what, father?”

“In my desk,” he said. “Right-hand drawer in a file
labeled research, there is a picture cut out of a newspaper.
It’s near the back of the file.”

“ And what’s the picture of?” Gary asked.

“ A creature,” his father said.

Gary shook his head in frustration. “Why will it
help?” Gary asked. “What creature?”

His father opened his eyes wide and stared at Gary.
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“A creature who walks today and who looks like ...”

“Cyttorak?”

“No. That’s not what the creature in the newspaper
was called,” the old man said. He weakly waved a hand.
“Go. Look.”

Gary nodded. “I’ll be back shortly,” he said.

On the way out he motioned for the nurse to go back
inside, then at a quick pace he headed for his father’s
office near the front of the mansion.

The place hadn’t even been cleaned much since his
father turned ill. The old man hadn’t wanted it touched.
And since both Gary and Richard had their own offices
in other areas of the mansion, it hadn’t mattered.

The file was right where the old man said it would
be, and the clipping was toward the back of the file. The
minute Gary saw the newspaper article he dropped back
into the tall desk chair his father had used for years. His
heart was racing and he couldn’t seem to catch his breath.

“Oh, no,” he said softly.

The picture on yellowed newspaper was of a giant
human wearing armor and a bullet-like helmet, giving him
the appearance of having no neck. Richard was nowhere
near the size of the guy in the picture, but his body was
clearly shaping in that direction.

Under the picture the caption read: juggernaut on
RAMPAGE AGAIN.
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y had spent most of the hot, humid New Orleans
mer day sitting in the shade of an umbrella on
edge of a courtyard cafe, sipping iced tea and

walting.

His headband kept the sweat out of his face and his
hair up and out of his eyes. His Gambit costume under
his duster wasn’t as hot as he’d expected it to be in these
conditions, which was a relief, considering that the duster
did nothing to keep him cool. And wearing the duster had
got him some puzzled looks. He’d just stared right back
until the person staring looked away. After all, it was his
business if he wanted to sit and cook, wasn’t it?

He sipped on the iced tea and stared at a group en-
tering the cafe. Nothing. He knew who he was waiting
for and by now he assumed that person knew he was
waiting. In New Orleans, nothing stayed hidden for long.

And he wasn’t hiding by any means, so eventually
his target would show.

He just hoped it was before he died of heat exhaus-
tion.

He had obviously spent too many years up north with
the Professor and the X-Men. New Orleans was his home-
town, the place he loved more than anything, yet he had
forgotten just how hot and humid the city could get. He
figured his not remembering was like a lover not noticing
an imperfection in a partner.

Suddenly behind him, Remy could sense a movement,
a slight rustling of the bushes that formed a row along the
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inside of the courtyard, as if a slight wind had brushed
them. But the day was calm and the air thick and unmov-
ing. And he had sat where he could watch all entrances,
and no one had moved around behind him from the court-
yard.

That meant that only another thief could be there, and
a good one at that. And only one, besides himself, was
that good, which meant his hoped-for guest had finally
arrived.

*“ Sit, moti ami,” Remy said, not turning around, but
indicating the empty chair beside him. He took another
drink as beside him a figure pulled out a chair and sat
down.

“1 see you’re as good as always, LeBeau,” the thin,
white-shirted figure said, sitting down and motioning for
a waiter to bring him a tea.

Remy tipped his glass in a gesture of thanks at the
compliment, then smiled at his friend, Claude deMont.
“A very long time.”

And it had been a long time since LeBeau had last
seen his childhood friend. The last time had been under
very bad circumstances as Remy fought to get Bella, his
wife, the elixir of life to save her. He had succeeded in
saving her, but in the process had him several enemies.
And with Bella not remembering him, the pain of the
price he paid haunted him like a hunger that wouldn’t go
away no matter how much he ate.

But since Claude had decided to join him, it appeared
Claude was not one of those enemies.

The waiter served the iced tea to Claude, refilled
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Remy’s glass, and left. For a moment they both sat si-
lently, staring at the courtyard.

Then Claude spoke softly. ““If | knew you were here,
so does Bella.”

“De risks,” Remy said, and shrugged. “Worth it to
see my oF friend.”

Claude shook his head slowly in amusement. Over
the years he had done a lot of laughing at the risks Remy
had taken. And Claude had shaken his head in amazement
at what Remy had managed to accomplish. To Remy, it
was always fun to amaze his old friend.

And this time Remy knew why Claude had such a
reaction. Bella had become the leader recently of the As-
sassins Guild, the deadly enemies of thieves like Remy.
And it seemed that Remy was at the top of her list.

“Besides,” Remy said, “Bella has herself some big-
ger problems den me.”

“Toole?” Claude said, letting the surprise come
through in his voice. “You know?”

Remy only nodded.

Claude took another drink and then leaned forward
slightly over the table. “Toole’s messin’ it all up, LeBeau.
It’s like the old ways mean nothin’.”

“And de guilds can’t take him down, hahnT’

“Can’t get to him,” Claude said.

“Well,” Remy said, sipping on his iced tea. “Maybe
it de time for someone to talk to de guy.”

Claude nodded. “Past time.”

“S0?” Remy said, glancing over at Claude.

Claude sighed, then glanced around the courtyard
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while pretending to drink. Then he sat his glass down and
told Remy what he wanted to hear.

“The old French Imports warehouse complex down
on the river,” Claude said as if he was just talking about
the weather. “It’s defended better than any military com-
plex 1've ever seen. None of us have managed to get in-
side. Two have died trying.”

Remy just nodded, then sipped on his tea.

Claude downed the rest of his tea and stood. *‘Good
luck, LeBeau.”

“Merci beaucoup, mon ami” Remy said.

Claude moved quickly across the courtyard and out
onto the street beyond.

After a moment Remy stood and followed, moving
slowly, as if he didn’t have a care in the world. Under-
neath, all he wanted to do was get out of the sun, into a
cool room, and wait for the night to arrive.

But he didn’t dare hurry.

At this moment, after sitting out in the open as long
as he had, there were just too many risks. Before he could
get into that cool room, he had to disappear and make
absolutely sure no one was following.

It took him almost an hour.

One very long, very hot, hour.

Scott Summers, having changed into the blue-and-yellow
uniform that identified him as Cyclops, co-leader of the
X-Men, eased the Blackbird upward until it hovered
above its pad behind the Xavier mansion. Then he turned
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it west and sent it forward, heading for the Juggernaut’s
last known position.

The Professor’s stepbrother had been one of their
greatest problems over the years, and today might be an-
other of those fights that none of them seemed to win
against Juggernaut. Scott sincerely hoped not.

“I’ll agree with you there,” Jean said from the co-
pilot seat beside him, smiling.

The beautiful Phoenix had read his thoughts.

Scott smiled back at his wife as he eased the speed
of the X-Men’s plane upward. He and Jean were so con-
nected, in so many ways, that their thoughts were linked
by Jean’s power almost automatically. He liked it that
way, and he knew she did, too. There were many times
over the years that the link between them had saved their
lives.

She reached across and rested her hand on his arm,
letting the physical touch add to the mental. With Jean at
his side, he felt whole.

Again Scott smiled at her, then returned his thoughts
to the mission ahead.

Behind them, in the right seat, was Dr. Henry Mc-
Coy—Hank to his friends, the Beast to the general public.
The blue-furred Hank had been spending days, and nights
lately, wrapped up in his lab, working frantically to find
a cure for the deadly Legacy Virus, a virus that had been
introduced into the world by the madman Stryfe. It pri-
marily attacked mutants, but had recently spread into the
human population. Hank had redoubled his efforts of late,
following the death of a young boy named Walter Now-
land, who had died at the Xavier Institute’s sister school,
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Xavier’s School for Gifted Youngsters in Massachusetts.

But so far, even the brilliance of the smartest X-Man
couldn’t crack the cure. And the frustration was driving
the doctor to slamming his fist against things, not a typical
gesture for him.

So when this opportunity to check up on the Jugger-
naut came along, Scott figured it would be a good time
to get Hank some air. Let the good doctor’s nerves re-
charge a little. And against the Juggernaut, it never hurt
to have Hank along.

Hank hadn’t exactly been pleased with the interrup-
tion, but he hadn’t really objected that hard, either. It
seemed he knew that Scott was right.

Behind Scott sat Rogue, the fourth X-Man on the
flight. She wore her brown flight jacket over her green-
and-yellow X-Men uniform. She’d brushed her hair back
and upward, making the white streak in her auburn hair
even more prominent. As the plane climbed and leveled
off she just stared out the side window, her attention
clearly miles away.

And Scott knew why. Since Gambit had left for New
Orleans, she’d been feeling lost. When Jean mentioned
the flight to check up on the Juggernaut, she’d volunteered
to go along. Anything to keep her mind a little busy and
off of her feelings for the Cajun.

But at the moment it didn’t look as if it was working.

“Well,” Scott said, “ this shouldn’t take long. Last
report had Juggernaut crossing the border into New York
about halfway up the state line.”

“‘Any idea what set the big guy off this time?” Rogue
asked, still staring out at the passing green valleys.
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“Nothing,” Jean said.

“Based on our experiences with Mr. Marko,” Hank
said, “‘it would take little, if any, outside stimulus to pre-
cipitate an event of this nature.”

“Well,” Scott said, turning the Blackbird slightly
downward toward the farms and rolling hills of central
New York, “he isn’t exactly covering his tracks.” Scott
pointed ahead.

“Oh my stars and garters,” Hank said, leaning for-
ward slightly to see past Jean’s shoulder.

Scott agreed.

A white, two-story farm house had been knocked
down completely and there was a Juggernaut-sized hole
in the side of a nearby red bam. A small stand of trees
had a path knocked down through them beyond the bam.
Scott just hoped the family in the house was all right.

“Me, too,” Jean said, reading his thoughts. “I’ll see
if | can find out.”

As Scott turned the Blackbird slightly to follow the
line of destruction, Jean stared out the window at the
farmhouse, taking in the thoughts of those below. After a
moment she sighed and said, “They’re all alive,” she
said. “And very angry.”

“They got a right to be angry,” Rogue said, staring
back at the destruction the Juggernaut had caused. “He’s
destroyed their home.”

“There he is,” Scott said.

Ahead of them the Juggernaut pounded one foot in
front of another across an open field, taking giant,
distance-eating strides. It was amazing to Scott how fast
he could travel on the ground. The Juggernaut never tired
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and never stopped for anything, basically moving as the
crow flies, only on the ground.

The problem was that he went over or through any-
thing in his way.

‘I would recommend not landing the Blackbird in his
path,” Hank said. ‘‘It might not be a propitious location
for the health of our transportation.”

"*Agreed,” Scott said, swinging the Blackbird in a
high arc over Juggernaut and landing the plane softly a
good half a mile ahead and off to one side of the behe-
moth’s path.

“We’re not to engage him right away,” Scott said.
“We’ll try to talk to him first. Jean, you and I will pace
him to his right. Rogue, you take Hank and stay with him
on his left.”

“Understood,” Hank said.

Rogue nodded.

“Let’s go, X-Men,” Scott said.

Without another word they climbed out of the Black-
bird and took up positions facing the unstoppable Jug-
gernaut heading their way.

It had taken Robert Service Jr. most of the morning to get
some clothes his new size ordered, then delivered to the
estate. His proportions had completely changed—not just
six inches of height but considerably more bulk. It had
cost a great deal to have it done, but he didn’t have much
choice at the moment. He needed the clothes. And he had
the money.
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About twenty minutes after Gary had left, Robert sud-
denly felt as if he didn’t have much time. The big, red
creature was getting closer and the pain was growing
slightly. He needed to get out of there, head west, find the
second part of the emerald. It was like an aching need
and he really had no desire to deny the drive.

Nor any reason to.

He strode across the grounds of his family estate and
into the hangar beside the private runway, enjoying the
speed his new stride and power gave him. He bet there
were many things about being this powerful he was going
to enjoy.

“Is the plane ready?” he said as he entered the large
hanger. His voice boomed over the metal and concrete
like a thunderclap.

The two pilots of the private jet jumped to their feet
from positions in a small lounge. They both just stared at
him, fear slowly filling their eyes.

“Sorry, gentlemen,” he said, lowering his voice to
what seemed to be a whisper to his ears. “Still not used
to the new lungs.”

The pilot, a thin, graying man by the name of Harold
Trimble, had been working for the Service family for al-
most ten years. He was the first to finally get his voice
after swallowing twice. “What happened to you?”

“Just a little growth hormone,” Robert said, and
laughed. Again his voice boomed around the hanger and
the two men’s eyes widened. The young copilot actually
took a step back and looked like he wanted to run.

“Sorry,” Robert said, whispering. “1’ll get the hang
of this new voice sooner or later.”
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Both men just nodded, but Robert could tell they
didn’t look any less afraid of him. And that was just fine,
as far as he was concerned. It never hurt to have employ-
ees afraid of their boss. Robert figured it added an extra
level of work and care to an employee’s performance.

“Is the plane ready?”

Harold nodded slowly. “Yes, sir.”

“Good,” Robert whispered. “Let’s get in the air.
And just head west, say for San Francisco. I’ll tell you
along the way if we need to change directions.”

Harold and the young copilot both nodded.

Robert turned and climbed into the jet, barely fitting
in the seat. He finally managed to find a comfortable po-
sition on the large leather couch. After all this was settled
and his father was dead, he’d have to get a larger plane.
This one just wouldn’t do for a man of his size.

And power.

With the last thought he once again laughed softly to
himself.

Cain Marko’s chest still hurt, but the closer he got to
upper New York State, the better it felt. It was as if the
pain was dragging him there like he was nothing more
than a stupid homing pigeon. As a kid he had hated to be
bossed around. Now that he was the Juggernaut, he was
powerful enough that no one could do that to him any-
more. But now the pain in his chest was like a nagging
boss, forcing him onward. And the farther he went, the
angrier he got.
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Whatever was causing this pain was going to be real
sorry, real soon. He hadn’t been this mad in years.

The roar of the X-Men’s plane over his head dis-
tracted him. That’s all / need now, he thought, my step-
brother’s students buzzing around me like flies, doing
their do-gooder deeds. Most likely they were going to try
to stop him.

That just wasn’t going to happen.

The X-Men’s plane landed off to one side of his path
up ahead.

Four X-Men climbed out and Cain recognized them
as Cyclops, Phoenix, Rogue, and the Beast. The latter two
moved to a safe distance to the right of his path and stood
waiting.

On the other side of his path Summers and Grey
floated side by side.

Fine. Let them just float there. He wasn’t stopping for
them now or any time in the future. He’d just walk right
between them and take their best shots and keep going.
At the moment they weren’t even worth his time.

But as he went between them they surprised him.
They simply floated along beside him, pacing his speed
across the empty field.

“What’s the matter?” he asked, turning to look at the
pair without stopping. “Nothing better to do on a hot
summer day than bother a man on his own business?”

“Actually, Cain,” Summers said, “just wondering
why you’re tearing up all this real estate.”

“Taking a train would clearly be less taxing,” Mc-
Coy said from the other side of Cain. ‘And far less dam-
aging to the local flora.”
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Cain glared at the blue ball of fur and simply got a
shrug and a smile in return.

“Look,” Cain said, turning his head to look at Sum-
mers without missing a step on his journey, “just leave
me alone. | got something | need to do and you and that
creepy stepbrother of mine can’t help me or stop me. All
right?” '

“Fine by us,” Summers said. “But just tell us why
the hurry and all the destruction?”

Cain snorted. “You really want to know, one-eye?
It’s because something up ahead of me there is causing
me pain. And | don’t much like pain.”

“Two aspirins seem to work on most pains,” McCoy
said.

Cain took a swipe at him without breaking stride, but
missed.

Suddenly the pain in his chest grew worse, in a way
he’d come to know meant he was going in the wrong
direction.

“What?” he said aloud. He stopped and turned
slightly to the north.

No change. The pain remained.

““Cain?” Summers said, floating off to one side with
Grey. “What happened?”

“Would you stop your yapping for a minute,” Cain
said. “Give me a chance to figure this out.”

Thankfully they did as he asked.

He turned slightly south. Again no change in the pain
radiating in his chest.

He turned farther south. Nothing.

Then even farther, so that he was facing slightly west.
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And the pain seemed lighter.

He turned all the way around to the west and the pain
lightened. Either he had passed what was causing him
pain, or it had changed position, going west of where he
now stood.

He growled real low in his throat, then started back
in the direction he’d just came. The thing causing him this
pain was going to pay, and pay good. And it couldn’t run
forever. At some point he’d catch up to it.

“Cain?” Summers said. “What just happened?”

But Cain said nothing, only put his head down and
headed west, ignoring whatever got in his way.
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York area a feeling of serenity most summer after-

noons. Light breezes swirled the humid afternoon air,

giving farmers reasons to keep windows open for a hope
of that slight, windy comfort.

But on this summer afternoon there was a path of
destruction into those peaceful fields. A path that had gone
only so far and then suddenly stopped.

Four X-Men stood in the open field at the point where
the Juggernaut had just suddenly turned around, watching
as he stomped off west, following his own tracks back in
the direction he’d come.

Phoenix watched him go, wishing more than ever that
she could read the Juggernaut’s thoughts. Just for an in-
stant, just to get a clue as to what was driving him. But
his helmet effectively blocked any attempts she made,
making her feel as if she were staring at a blank wall
inside her head every time she tried.

“What was that all about?’” Rogue asked.

“Worst case of decision-interruptus | have ever
seen,” Hank said.

Scott shook his head. “Rogue, keep an eye on his
path ahead, make sure there isn’t anything else in his path
that might cause problems if he decides to plow through
it.”

“Right, boss,” she said. “Back in ajiff.”

She waved at the Juggernaut as she went over him,
then sped off in a green-and-yellow streak.

The rolling hills, trees, and farms gave the central New
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The Juggernaut paid her no attention at all, simply
kept walking, one pounding step after another.

“I’ll report to the Professor,” Jean said to Scott and
Hank. “Tell him what happened.”

Scott only nodded.

Professor? She focused on Charles Xavier and his
dark study, blocking out the warm afternoon around her
and sending her thoughts to him.

Yes, Jean. The Professor’s voice came back clear and
strong inside her mind. | can read from your thoughts
what happened. I, too, am baffled as to the cause.

Should we justfollow himfor the moment, maybe talk
to him again?

Yes, the Professor said. But do not engage him unless
you need to do so to save lives. As long as he is content
to simply walk, we will minimize the ancillary effects. En-
gaging him will only result in much greater damage.

Understood.

The Professor broke the link in Jean’s mind, leaving
a slightly empty sense for a brief instant.

She turned to Scott and for Hank’s sake spoke aloud.
“The Professor wants us to follow Cain, but not try to
stop him unless lives are at stake. And if we can, talk to
him again.”

Scott nodded. “All right. We’ll go as soon as Rogue
returns.”

“If you don’t mind,” Hank said, “I’ll wait in the
Blackbird with the air conditioning turned up.” He
plucked at a long patch of blue fir. “‘Not the best outfit
for this weather, you understand.”
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Gary Service had spent the afternoon in the coolness of
his office, staring at his computer, studying everything he
could find about the Juggernaut in any online reference
he could think of.

In one account, he discovered that the Juggernaut’s
power supposedly came from a large ruby, but the author
of the article didn’t know for sure. And the author had no
idea where the ruby had come from, or how it gave the
Juggernaut his power. Only pointless speculation.

Another article studied the Juggernaut’s powers and
abilities from some of the fights he’d been seen in. That
article basically came to the conclusion that the man was
unstoppable by just about anyone, and anything, on the
planet.

A third article gave the Juggernaut’s real name, Cain
Marko, and that he was stepbrother to the renowned ge-
neticist, Charles Xavier. There were lots of pictures in all
the articles, mostly with the Juggernaut fighting against
some team called the X-Men or another, and a couple
against Spider-Man. But nowhere, in any of the articles,
did it mention any weaknesses. In fact, the most common
word used to describe him was unstoppable.

Gary finally gave up, signed off, and headed to the
kitchen for some early dinner. His eyes were tired and his
back ached from sitting and staring at the computer screen
for the entire afternoon.

If Robert became a second Juggernaut, unstoppable
by even powerful mutants like the X-Men, there would
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be nothing Gary could do. All his years of planning, of
being nice to the old man, would be wasted.

There had to be a way to get Robert back to normal.

It wasn’t until thirty minutes later, after the cook had
fixed him a turkey sandwich, a salad, and a large iced tea,
that Gary remembered the reference to Charles Xavier.

“Hadn't thought of that,” Gary said aloud as he sat
and stared out over the manicured lawns of the estate,
watching the red fill the sky from a beautiful sunset.

Maybe the Juggernaut’s stepbrother could help Gary
with Robert. Maybe this Xavier person knew something
about what happened to Marko and could help Gary stop
the same thing from happening to Robert?

Maybe. ..

It was the only thought Gary had at the moment. And
doing something was better than sitting there at the
kitchen counter watching the sun set on the day and on
his plan to control his father’s business.

Gary took the sandwich and iced tea back to his office
and sat at his desk. After another quick search back on
the Internet, he found a reference to the Xavier Institute
for Higher Learning, run by Professor Charles Xavier, in
Salem Center, New York. He wasn’t even that far away.

Signing off, Gary then called directory assistance for
Westchester County. A moment later the operator gave
him the Institute’s number.

Robert Service slept for what felt like only an hour,
slumped on the leather couch, as the private jet crossed
the country. He hadn’t slept a wink the night before and
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hadn’t even felt tired, but shortly after the plane lifted off
he grew sleepy and dozed off, answering the question he
had wondered about the night before: Would touching the
emerald mean he didn’t need to sleep any more? The an-
swer was clearly no.

As he awoke, he realized the light in the cabin had a
slight reddish tint to it. A quick glance out the window
told him the red came from the sun being low in the sky
in front of them, shining light through a thin layer of high
clouds. He’d obviously slept much longer than he had first
thought.

He punched the pilot intercom button. “Where are
we?”

A moment later the pilot’s voice came back. “Ap-
proaching the Reno area, sir. We should be in San Fran-
cisco in thirty to forty minutes.”

“Thank you,” he said, easing back as best he could
with his huge bulk on the small couch. He took a few
deep breaths to clear the sleep from his mind, then tried
to focus on the direction of the other stones.

Nothing came to him. It was as if they’d both simply
vanished from his mind.

Quickly, trying not to panic, he opened the small case
he’d carried aboard and dug down into a small, hidden
pocket below his bathroom kit. He quickly pulled out the
small pouch that held the emerald and opened it, sliding
the emerald onto the palm of his hand.

It was like an old friend coming home.

He could feel the energy from the emerald clearing
away the sleep, flooding through his body like an electri-
cal circuit recharging a battery.
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And the other parts of the stones again called to him
in the back of his mind, like lost children begging to be
rescued.

He laughed again, as he had last night. The feeling
of power was just so wonderful, like having a good meal,
a good drink, and a night with a beautiful woman all
wrapped into one moment of feeling.

Then he realized something had changed. The western
part of the emerald was no longer west, but now north.
They had flown too far.

He punched the pilot’s intercom button. *“Turn
north.”

“Sir,” the pilot said after a long moment. “We’re
going to need fuel shortly. We’ve only got another two
hundred miles in our safety limit.”

““Understood,”” Robert said, keeping his voice low so
it didn’t echo in the small cabin of the jet. “Can you reach
Boise safely?”

Again a slight pause. “Yes, sir.”

“Good,” Robert said. “Refuel there.”

“Yes, sir,” the pilot said.

A few moments later the jet did a slow banking turn
to the north.

Inside Robert’s head the feeling was right again.

And the power flowed through the emerald and into
his body, making him again laugh at the sheer joy of it.

The low fire crackled in the fireplace, sending an occa-
sional spark up the stone chimney. The faint smell of
wood smoke always filled the dark study and the Profes-
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sor liked it that way. He knew the sun was setting beyond
the heavy drapes of his office. He knew the evening would
be a warm one, perfect for floating in his chair out onto
the back lawn to watch the stars come out.

But that kind of resting and enjoying of life was not
something he felt he could take the time for at the mo-
ment. The problems of his team, and mutants in the world
in general, were taking more and more of his time and
energy. And he never seemed to have enough of either to
begin to match the problems.

And now Cain was on a rampage again. He shook his
head and stared into the fire. Why now? he wondered.

The Professor wished he knew, but Cain was not one
to do much talking, and especially not to him. Cain had
hated him since they were teenagers, since he thought his
father paid more attention to Charles than him. And he
might have been right, to a degree. But Cain had been a
hard child, wild and mean, made that way by beatings at
the hands of his father.

And when an accidental fire killed his father, Cain
managed to blame it on Charles and the hatred grew into
something they would never clear up. But Cain was still
his brother and Charles was never going to feel totally
free of the responsibility.

The Professor checked his watch. Three hours had
passed since Cain had suddenly changed directions and
he showed no signs of stopping. What was driving him?
Something was, of that there was no doubt. And the only
hope they had of stopping his rampage was to find the
cause.

There was a knock at the door and Bishop, one of the
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more recent additions to the X-Men, stuck his head into
the dark office, looking slightly worried.

“Yes, Bishop,” the Professor said. He could have
probed the big man’s mind easily, but he had learned a
long time ago to honor the boundaries of other’s thoughts.
They were personal things and unless it was an emer-
gency, he never so probed without permission.

““There is a person on the phone by the name of Gary
Service who says he must speak to you urgently regarding
the Juggernaut.”

The Professor was about to tell Bishop to take the
man’s name and number, but at the mention of the Jug-
gernaut he nodded.

“Thank you,” the Professor said, floating in his
hoverchair toward his desk and the phone. “1’ll speak to
him.”

More than likely it was just one of Cain’s poor vic-
tims who had a house, or some other property, destroyed,
looking for some kind of compensation. A few of Cain’s
victims had tried to sue the Professor for the Juggernaut’s
damages, but it had never held up. He was not responsible
for Cain’s actions, even though at times he felt he was.

“Charles Xavier,” the Professor said.

“Yes, Dr. Xavier,” the agitated voice on the other
end of the line said. “ My name is Gary Service. And I’'m
looking for a little help, or information.”

“1’m not sure about my ability to help, Mr. Service,”
the Professor said calmly. “But | can certainly listen to
your question.”

“Thank you, sir,” Service said.

The Professor heard him take a deep breath, most
likely to calm his nerves.
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“1 understand,” Service said, “that you are the step-
brother of Cain Marko, also known as the Juggernaut. Is
that right?”

“That is correct,” the Professor said, waiting for Ser-
vice to get to his question.

“And the Juggernaut’s power comes from a ruby,”
Service said. *“Is that correct?”

“In a manner of speaking,” the Professor said. That
question had him puzzled. “The ruby is like a pipe that
directs the power to the Juggernaut from another plane.”

“QOkay...” Service said, letting the word trail off,
clearly not understanding. Then he took another deep,
loud breath, then rushed into his question. *Is there any
way of reversing the effects the gem has on the Jugger-
naut?’’

Service’s question actually shocked the Professor. It
certainly was not what he had been expecting. “There is
no method, that has been brought to my attention, to re-
verse the effects. | guarantee you, sir, that if there was,
someone would have used it on my stepbrother years
ago.”
“1 was afraid of that,” Service said. It sounded as if
all the air and energy had simply gone out of the man.
Where a moment before his voice had been high and wor-
ried, now it suddenly sounded like he was about to give
up living.

“Sir,” the Professor said. “What is your interest in
all this?”

Service sighed, then laughed softly. *“I suppose it
won’t hurt to tell anyone now. It’s pretty obvious just
looking at him.”
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“At the beginning, Mr. Service. Please start at the
beginning.” As he spoke, the Professor glanced down at
the caller ID display on the phone, which gave him the
general location from which Service was calling, based
on the area code.

“Last night my dying father showed my brother Rob-
ert and me a large emerald he said he found in an old
stone temple in Korea. You’re not going to believe the
next part,” Service said, laughing half-heartedly to him-
self. “I saw it, | was there, and | still don’t believe it.”

“You would be amazed at what | will believe,” the
Professor said. He turned his powerful mind outward,
searching for thought patterns that matched Service’s con-
versation. Often one’s surface thoughts related directly to
what one was saying, so isolating Service’s mind would
be comparatively easy as long as the Professor continued
talking to him.

“My brother,” Service said, “is an egotistical,
power-hungry man. My father had never touched the em-
erald because he said a monk had warned him not to. But
my brother ignored him and picked it up.”

“ And what happened then?” the Professor asked, fi-
nally locating the mind of Gary Service. He began a sim-
ple surface probe, not wanting to go too deeply. He just
scanned enough to see if the man spoke the truth.

“Robert simply changed, grew, maybe six inches
taller, and much, much bigger.” Service laughed. “I told
you that you wouldn’t believe me.”

“Oh,” the Professor said, “I believe you.” Service’s
own thoughts confirmed what he saw. Indeed, the image
of the enlarged Robert Service lay foremost in the man’s
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mind. “There is a ruby that turned my stepbrother into
the Juggernaut. It would be logical then, that there might
be another gemstone of similar power. Did the gem attach
itself in any way to your brother?”

“No,” Service said. “Robert was still holding it in
his hand and laughing when he left the room. Why?”

“To be honest, Mr. Service, | don’t know. But it may
mean the transformation is not complete. We can only
hope. Where is your brother now?’’

“He flew out of here this afternoon in our private jet.
He didn’t say where he was headed, but it wouldn’t be
hard to track, since he’s in the family plane.”

“‘And just where are you?’’ the Professor asked.

“About a hundred miles north of you.”

The Professor nodded to himself. A piece of the puz-
zle had just fallen into place. Cain had been headed for
the Service estate. Somehow, in some way, the ruby that
gave Cain his power must be hooked up to the emerald
Service touched. And when Robert Service left, he took
the stone with him, causing Cain to stop and follow Rob-
ert Service back west.

But why was Robert Service going west right after
touching the stone? What did he need out there?

“Dr. Xavier?” Gary Service said. “Are you still
there?”’

“Yes,” the Professor said. “1’m sorry.” He thought
a moment, then probed Service a bit more deeply. He did
not like doing so, but it was necessary to preserve the X-
Men’s secrets. The general public did not know that
Charles Xavier, renowned authority on mutants, was the
mentor of the X-Men, nor that he was a mutant himself.
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Fortunately, Gary Service’s awareness of the X-Men
was limited to the fact of their existence. He had no idea
of the current roster. The Professor could use that to his
advantage.

“As it happens, you are the second call I’ve gotten
today regarding my stepbrother. Are you familiar with Dr.
Henry McCoy?”

“The blue-furred scientist, yes?” Service said after a
moment. “Used to be with the Avengers or the Fantastic
Four or somesuch.”

“The Avengers,” the Professor clarified. Hank had,
in fact, served a lengthy tenure with Earth’s Mightiest
Heroes. “He still helps them occasionally, and he and
some others have been monitoring the Juggernaut’s recent
movements. When next he checks in, would you object if
| put him in touch with you?”

“Certainly,” Gary Service said, the energy and hope
returning clearly to his voice. “The Avengers stopped
dozens of threats in the past. Perhaps they can stop my
brother, too.”

“Excellent,” the Professor said, and got the exact ad-
dress for the Service estate.

“Thank you, Dr. Xavier.”

“No,” the Professor said. “I think | need to be thank-
ing you for calling me. And let’s hope we can help your
brother before he becomes like Cain.”

“1 hope so, too,” Service said.

The Professor hung up the phone and turned to stare
into the low fire. Gary Service had answered a few ques-
tions, but had raised a great many more. And the possi-
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bility of two Juggernaut-like creatures roaming this planet
made the Professor shudder, even in the warm room.

As the sun set, the tourists and party life took over the
warm, humid streets of the French Quarter like a wall of
soldiers suddenly ordered to charge the enemy. The con-
flicting sounds of a dozen jazz and blues bands fought for
attention up and down Bourbon Street from open cafes
and smoke-filled bars. Tourists pushed and laughed and
walked, all fighting the battle to have a good time in a
city known for good times.

The heat of the day still smothered the streets of the
Quarter and the smells of human sweat mixed with smoke
and open-air cooking. The restaurants all over the Quarter
were filled to capacity with customers and the wonderful
aroma of Cajun cooking drifted in and out of the shadows
like a phantom, grabbing hungry' people in a seductive,
addictive embrace.

Remy LeBeau paid no attention to the crowds or the
wonderful smells filling the tight sidewalks and spilling
out into the narrow streets. He stood silently, tucked back
in the shadow of a deep doorway, watching the street
where the night before his “ghost” friend had appeared.

A ghost with a laugh like a barking dog.

Down the block tourists laughed and walked through
Jackson Park, their very numbers protecting them from
the dangers that would lurk there later in the night. The
private club called the Bijou let people in and out with
amazing regularity. Some Remy recognized, most he
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didn’t. They all seemed happy with their evening.

And no one saw him, as he wanted it to be.

Remy didn’t even want his “ghost” to see him.

Remy knew there had been no ghost. Sure, the guy
had disappeared right under his fingers, but that trick
could be pulled a dozen ways. In his time with the X-
Men he had seen a lot stranger things than that.

No, the guy who did his disappearing trick had a rea-
son to do it beyond trying to scare a tourist or two. And
Remy figured it was worth a few hours of his time to
figure out that reason if he could.

Later, after the city quieted down, he’d pay a visit to
Mr. Toole’s headquarters. But for the party hours of the
evening, he was just going to stand in the shadows and
watch and wait for a ghost.

94






-Men?
Professor Xavier’s clear call formed in Jean

Grey’s mind like a voice beamed directly into the
center of her mind.

At the moment, she, Scott, and Hank were drifting
about a thousand feet above the Juggernaut, sitting com-
fortably in the Blackbird, as the behemoth pounded
through the night toward the west. Rogue was about
twenty miles ahead of Cain, making sure his path
wouldn’t take him into a heavily inhabited area.

So far, Juggernaut hadn’t actually harmed anyone,
and the Professor had told them not to engage him in
battle—which was just as well, as even at their best, the
Juggernaut had always been a difficult opponent to defeat.

Yes, Professor, Scott said telepathically, speaking for
all three of them.

/ need the three of you to leave Rogue to watch over
the Juggernaut. I'm sending out Storm, Wolverine, and
Bishop to help her. I need you three to make a . .. house
call.

The location of an estate flashed clearly in Jean’s
mind, along with the name Gary Service. She was sur-
prised to see it was about twenty miles from where Cain
had turned around so suddenly earlier in the day.

Thats correct. The Professor’s thoughts formed in
her head as if he were sitting next to her talking. | think
it was Cain’s destination. A man by the name of Gary
Sendee will meet you when you land.
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What’s this about?

I would rather he told you, the Professor responded.
1 want your reactions to it. Tell him | did not relay his
story and he must tell you about his brother.

Understood.

The Professor relayed the cover story he had devised
to protect his own connection to the X-Men, then added,
Report to me as soon as you are finished.

Then the feeling of emptiness in her head indicated
the Professor was gone.

Scott said, “All right then, let’s get to work.”

The weather in Boise, Idaho was one of those almost-
imaginary, perfect summer evenings. A slight breeze
cooled the air to room temperature, and the stars filled the
sky overhead, breaking through even the city lights. The
faint smell of warm sage from the nearby desert mixed
with the rich aroma of fireshly mowed lawns. Hundreds
of back-door barbecues sizzled around the small city,
sending white puffs of smoke swirling upward into the
clear night sky.

The door of Robert Service’s private jet let in the
wonderful smells and the clean, fresh, mountain air. The
jet sat off to one side of the Gowen Field Airport runway.
Private jets were common at Gowen Field, due to the
number of large corporations headquartered in Boise. So
tonight, one more jet attracted no attention at all.

Robert Service had remained inside as the plane was
fueled. He figured there was no point in getting the locals
talking about his huge size. And besides, getting in and
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out of the door of the plane was no easy task.

After the plane was fueled, checked, and ready to go,
he sent the pilot and copilot on separate missions into the
small city.

The pilot was to get them all dinner. For the first time
since Robert had touched the gem, he was slightly hungry.
He wasn’t sure what being hungry, or not being hungry
for that matter, meant in his new form, but he figured there
was no point in fighting it.

The copilot was on a much more important mission.
He was to find detailed maps of the entire area north of
their location, including, if he could, up into Canada. And
the more detailed the map the better.

Before leaving New York, Robert had wondered how
he was going to pinpoint the exact location of the part of
the emerald he was looking for. He could sense that the
stone was west, but west was a very big place when it
came to such a small stone.

But then when he awoke when the plane was over
Reno and realized he could feel the stone to the north, his
solution was suddenly clear.

They would simply fly an ever tightening circle, using
the feeling in his head for the direction of the gem, to
close in on the location. First they would fly north from
Boise, heading toward Spokane, going until it felt as if
the gem was south. He’d draw a line on the map at that
point, then have the plane turn west until it felt as if the
gem was again behind him again.

Another line, then back south until the gem felt north.
And so on, always tightening in on the location. It might
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take them some time, but it would work. He knew that
without a doubt.

One hour later, map on his lap as his huge bulk filled
the couch in the private plane, Robert Service’s jet lifted
off into the perfect Idaho summer night and turned north.

One hundred and sixty miles later, Robert knew the
gem was now behind them.

He drew his first line on his map and laughed.

Rogue stood, hands on hips, facing the newly arriving X-
Men. Around her the rolling hills of Pennsylvania were
dotted with the lights of farms and homes. Under her feet,
the freshly plowed earth of the open field filled the air
with the thick smell of dirt. To the south of her the sky
was bright with the lights of Scranton. Otherwise the night
was so dark that over her head the stars formed a blanket
of white, as if the sky had been dusted with powered
sugar. A beautiful evening and one that she had been en-
joying so far, despite the menace of the Juggernaut.

As Storm, Wolverine, and Bishop approached, her
thoughts turned to Remy on his “personal business”
down in New Orleans. She wished he had let her go with
him—or, better still, that he hadn’t gone at all. But he
had insisted on going alone. Remy was such a loner, es-
pecially when it came to anything to do with his home-
town, that it annoyed her at times. But still, if they got
this problem with ol’ Juggy settled, she just might head
down south to see if he needed a hand. It would be easier
than worrying about him so much.

Rogue forced her mind off of Remy and back on the
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approaching X-Men. Ororo Munroe—called Storm be-
cause she had the ability to harness the power of nature
to do as she bid—was walking slightly ahead of the other
two across the open field. Her bright white hair seemed
to shine with a light all its own under the stars. Rogue
was struck by how much Ororo looked at home on such
a beautiful summer evening. It felt to Rogue that Storm,
if she truly wanted, might even be able to move the stars
around in the sky.

To Storm’s right was Bishop, the X-Man from the
future. He walked with a military stride, never looking
anywhere but straight ahead. To Storm’s left, walking
more like an animal of the night than a human, was Lo-
gan, otherwise known as Wolverine. Logan’s muscular
body was covered with coarse, dark hair. He was the X-
Men’s fiercest fighter and loved to mix it up with the
Juggernaut. He had unbreakable bones and claws—made
out of adamantium—and super-fast healing. He also took
no guff from anyone.

Storm nodded to Rogue and then Hank as the five
formed a loose circle in open field.

“ Status?” Storm asked.

“Scott, Jean an’ Hank just took off about five minutes
ago in the Blackbird. Juggy’s about five miles from this
position and heading back for Ohio on the same path he
used to get here.”

“Good,” Storm said. “The Professor wants us to
continue to keep an eye on him, and make sure he doesn’t
actually harm anyone. Otherwise, until we discover what’s
happening, we leave him alone. Just watch him.”
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“Y’mean baby-sit,” Logan said, the disgust at their
assignment clear in his voice.

“It is not our place to question orders,” Bishop said.

Logan glared at the tall, straight-backed X-Men in his
blue and yellow suit. “Bub, | question what | want. And
right now | say we just stop the big guy right where he
is.”

Bishop said nothing, only returned the stare.

“We do as the Professor asked,” Storm said. “Our
mission is to safeguard lives in Juggernaut’s path. Far
more important, don’t you think, than baby-sitting?”

Logan only snorted.

“We make no move to stop the Juggernaut until we
have more information,” Storm said, glancing at each,
then again looking at Logan directly. ‘“Those are the Pro-
fessor’s instructions and we follow them.”

“Will do,” Rogue said. She had always been im-
pressed how well Storm handled the group. It was no
wonder that the Professor had made her team leader when
Cyclops left the team for a time, and kept her on as co-
leader after he returned.

“Oh, boy,” Rogue said, smiling. She offered her
right arm to Logan. “A night under the stars with two
men. What more can a woman want?”

“Kid,” Logan said, moving over beside her, “if you
don’t know, | sure ain’t tellin’ ya.”

She laughed, and a moment later she lifted him off
the ground, turned, and headed west, passing over the Jug-
gernaut a moment later.

On her arm she could feel Logan tighten up. It was
clear he so much wanted to just get down and fight him.
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If the feeling in her stomach was right, Logan was going
to have more than enough fight on his hands before this
was all over.

As Scott, Jean, and Hank climbed down out of the Black-
bird near the edge of the private runway on the Service
estate, a figure emerged from the shadows and moved
toward them. Scott glanced over at Jean. “That’s him.
You getting anything in particular from him?” His voice
was low enough that the approaching figure couldn’t hear.

Jean shrugged. “‘I can feel a level of nervousness, but
no threat.”

Scott nodded and studied the approaching man. He
seemed to be in his early thirties, with brown hair and a
sloped-shoulder walk. He looked to be about five-nine,
and most likely hadn’t worked out a day in his life. Scott
figured he would look more at home with large, thick
glasses and a pocket protector full of pens. But he wore
an expensive sports coat and high-priced tennis shoes.

As he neared, he smiled. “I’m Gary Service.”

Scott noted his voice sounded nervous as Jean had
said.

Hank took the lead. “I1’m the Beast, but my friends
call me Hank. These are two of my associates, Cyclops
and Phoenix.”

Gary Service reached out and shook all three of their
hands. “Nice meeting you.”

His handshake, Scott noticed, was adequate, but not
very firm, the man’s gaze darted back and forth among
them.
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‘“What did Dr. Xavier tell you?’” Service asked.

“Nothing,” Hank said, “except that we were to ask
you about your brother.”

Service nodded. “Let’s go to my office. I’ve warned
my father that he would have visitors, but I want to tell
you what | saw before | subject you to a talk with him.”

Scott gave Jean a puzzled look, then said, “As you
wish.”

Without another word, Service turned and led the
three X-Men down a concrete path through an ornately
decorated garden. Lights, like small mushrooms sprouting
in the plants, kept both the path and the garden illumi-
nated like a pathway at Disneyland. Scott found it both
attractive, and odd for a New York estate.

The mansion was a large, white, three-story building
that dominated the area in the middle of manicured lawns,
also illuminated by little mushroom lights. Service led
them in a back door, through a big kitchen filled with
copper pots and pans, then down a hall and into a large
office.

He closed the door behind them and moved around
behind a cluttered desk, indicating three leather chairs in
front of the desk for them to sit.

Scott studied the room, filled with books and maga-
zines. Mostly financial, a few science. A large computer
dominated one corner of the big desk and there was no
doubt to Scott that the computer was hooked up world-
wide and got a lot of use.

“Again,” Service said as he dropped down into his
chair with a sigh, “thanks for coming.”
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“It wasn’t a problem,” Hank said gently, “but it
would be nice to know why we’re here.”

“1 suppose,” Gary said, “that starting from the be-
ginning would be the best. You see, during the Korean
war, my father found a large emerald in the ruins of a
temple.”

Scott felt as if someone had run an electrical shock
through the seat of his chair. And with the intimate con-
nection with Jean, he could feel she was just as surprised
as he was. That sounded exactly like how the Juggernaut
had gotten his powers.

Service looked first at Scott, then at Jean, then Hank,
a puzzled expression on his face. He could clearly tell
they were shocked. “ Does that mean anything?”

“It might,” Hank said. “But please go on with the
story.”

Service nodded. “My father was warned by a monk
to never touch a gem he found in that temple, so when
he discovered the emerald, he says he didn’t touch it.”

“And he kept it all these years?” Jean asked.

Service nodded. ‘‘Up until the other night my brother,
Robert, and | didn’t even know it existed. But you see,
my father is dying of cancer, so he decided to show us,
and warn us to not touch it.”

“‘And your brother ignored the warning?’’ Scott said.
His stomach was twisting like he was about to go into a
life and death battle. Could it be possible that there were
now two Juggernauts? That thought was just too ugly to
comprehend.

“That’s correct,” Service said. “Robert has a real
ego problem. His goal in life is to be the richest and most
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powerful man alive. And, I’'m afraid, he will stop at noth-
ing to get it.”

“So what happened when he touched the gem?” Jean
asked.

Service shuddered. “It was amazing. Some sort of
energy flowed out of the emerald and surrounded him,
expanding him, making him bigger and much, much
stronger. I’ll bet he’s almost eight feet tall now.”

“ Another Juggernaut,” Scott said softly.

“Possibly.” Hank said. He stared intently at Service
across the desk. “How tall would you say he is now?”

Service frowned. “He barely hit six feet before, and
he grew at least half a foot.”

Hank nodded. “Then he’s not quite at Cain’s level.
The Juggernaut is closer to seven feet tall. Did the gem
in some fashion attach itself to him?”

“No,” Service said. “He still held it in his hand
when he left the room.”

Scott was starting to see where Hank was going with
the questions. The pattern of what happened to Robert
Service when he touched the emerald was similar to what
happened to Cain Marko when he touched the Cyttorak
ruby. But it wasn’t exactly the same. And that was a good
sign.

“So where is your brother now?” Scott asked.

“He’s on our private jet. | just got a report that he's
just taken off from Boise, heading north toward Spo-
kane.”

“ldaho?” Jean said. “What’s he doing out west?”

“1 have no idea,” Service said, sighing.

Jean stared at Service for a moment, then said, “I
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think we should talk to your father now, if that would be
all right?”

Service shrugged and stood. “He’s got a special,
round-the-clock care unit set up near the front of the
house. | hope you can stand the smell.”

“Smell?” Scott asked.

Service nodded, leading them toward the office door.
“That’s right. You see, my father is dying of a nasty form
of skin cancer. It is not pleasant.”
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ter four hours of standing totally still in a small al-

ve just down the street from the entrance to the

u, Remy’s “ghost” from the previous night
hadh’t shown up.

Around the French Quarter, the tourists were now
mostly bunched around the shops, bars, and clubs along
the narrow Bourbon Street. Only a few braved on foot the
darker side streets between Bourbon and the Cafe Du-
mond down near the river.

All the good restaurants in the Quarter were long
closed, and the thick smells of gumbo and Cajun cooking
had been replaced with the faint odor of rotting garbage
and spilled rum drifting on the warm humid air.

When Remy had left the alcove, he half expected the
“ghost” to show up and follow him, but on that guess he
was also out of luck. At some point he was going to figure
out what that “ghost” thing had been all about. But it
didn’t look as if it would be tonight.

Remy moved past the laughing tourists sitting in the
outdoor Cafe Dumond and down along the river levy,
heading for Toole’s headquarters. It was time someone
talked to Toole about the old ways of the city.

Remy figured he was just the person to do it.

And tonight was as good a time as any.

The black water of the river lapped at the rocks along
the dike as Remy slipped from shadow to shadow, moving
up into the neighborhood of the warehouse that had been
converted by the mysterious Mr. Toole. The area was a
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rundown section of town. At one time, in the distant past,
the district had been a busy area for shipping and busi-
ness, but no one had yet taken the old, gray warehouses
and converted them into shops for the tourists. So the
buildings rotted in the heat and humidity and rain, occu-
pied mainly by the homeless, the streets around them
prime markets for illegal drugs of every type.

That applied to most of the buildings and most of the
streets in the district, but not all of them. One warehouse
complex had been saved by Toole.

Remy’s first sign of a guard was half a block away
from Toole’s building. Two men walked along the street,
almost as if they were tourists, very lost, walking slowly
in one of the most dangerous areas of town.

Not hardly.

They both wore trenchcoats, even though the night
was warm and humid. Remy knew for a fact that machine
guns were hung in slings under those coats, armed and
ready to be swung up at a moment’s notice.

Remy held his hand on two playing cards in the
pocket of his duster, ready to charge them with energy at
any moment as he moved silently across the street. He
ducked into a small alcove and waited for the two guards
to pass.

Then, moving from shadow to alcove, then back to
shadow, he made his way closer to Toole’s buildings. The
two guards would have been easy to take out, but why
announce his presence just yet? Better to get inside before
doing that.

A quarter of a block from Toole’s buildings, the
guards got even thicker. Two by two, they walked the
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streets around the old warehouse. More guards were
posted in windows of buildings nearby, machine gun bar-
rels sticking out of the windows like popsicle sticks out
of children’s mouths.

Remy stopped and studied what lay ahead. He could
count at least fifty armed men just around the front. No
doubt at all that there were many more inside, and maybe
even a few he hadn’t spotted.

The army’s here, he thought. This guy is one scared
sucker.

Remy moved back down the street and circled around
a few blocks until he was down on the dike that held the
river out of most of New Orleans. One thing a thief
learned real early in life was that if you couldn’t get in
the front door, more than likely the back door was wide
open.

Remy moved up and over the dike, then climbed
down the rocks into the lukewarm water. It smelled
slightly like dead fish and motor oil, but nothing as bad
as the thick swamp water of Cajun country where Remy
had grown up. And this river supposedly didn’t have any
alligators in it.

He let the gentle current drift him down along the
levy until he was even with the back of Toole’s building
complex. There had once been a dock there, but it was
long rotted away to a few timbers sticking out of the wa-
ter.

Using one of the old dock timbers for cover, he
slowly climbed out of the water, stopping for a few
minutes to let most of the water finish dripping off his
waterproof costume and duster. Then he headed up the
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side of the dike toward a power pole located thirty yards
from the back of the warehouse.

There, using the power pole for cover, he studied the
back of Toole’s building.

A half-dozen guards were stationed at various loca-
tions along the warehouse side of the dike and Remy
could see another dozen in positions along the tops of the
warehouses. In all his years he had never seen a location
with so many armed guards. It was as if all the gold of
Fort Knox was inside there.

What was this Toole so afraid of? This level of pro-
tection made no sense at all.

Of course, the number of men made no difference at
all to Remy. They just made getting in a little more of a
challenge, that was all. And getting to Toole would, more
than likely, take a little more time. But at this point Remy
was in no hurry.

None at all.

He studied the guard positions, the power lines run-
ning into the building, the locations of the windows and
the back doors, the large, old loading dock that covered
a third of one side of the building. Spotlights flooded the
area around the building and along the land side of the
dike. The area under those spotlights would be a Killing
field. So the trick was first to shut them down.

He moved slowly and silently back down the rock-
covered dike toward the water and the shelter of old dock
timbers. Along the way he picked up baseball-sized
stones, dropping a few into the pockets of his duster, hold-
ing the others in the crook of his arm.

At the timber he stopped, gathered up a few more
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stones, then smiled to himself. “Mon ami," he said softly
to Toole inside the building, “here | come, ready or not.”

Using his mutant power, he charged one of the rocks
in his fist with a full charge of kinetic energy, then, with
the accuracy of a professional baseball player, he threw it
at the base of the power pole.

Direct hit.

The explosion shook the night and echoed over the
black water, shaking the drinks in the bars on Bourbon
Street.

The lower half of the power pole evaporated into
splinters, dropping the top half down, pulling the wires
tight.

There was a loud snapping and popping, then the
lights of the warehouse flickered and went out. Remy had
no doubt that the place would have backup power sys-
tems, but this would give him a good start.

Moving to the right along the waterline, Remy
charged one rock after another, stopping to throw each
one back up over the dike toward the left comer of the
warehouse complex.

Each rock hit and exploded like a huge bomb, sending
bits of rock, concrete, and wood flying into the air in a
concussion of orange light.

A few of the guards started firing, and others picked
up the pace. What they were firing at Remy had no idea,
since he was nowhere near the area. But the entire ware-
house district of New Orleans now sounded like a war
zone.

He picked up a few smaller rocks that he felt he could
throw farther, charged them, and tossed them even harder
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at the left side of Toole’s building. Then right behind
them he tossed a few larger ones.

Explosion mixed with explosion.

The roar of gunfire became like an explosion in and
of itself.

Remy moved down the dike, away from the fight,
toward the right side of the warehouse where an old load-
ing dock used to let tracks in from a small side alley.

He was going in there, while everyone else focused
on the other side of the complex.

He neared the top of the dike and stopped just long
enough to pick up three more rocks. One right after an-
other he charged them and tossed them as far as he could
toward different parts of the left side of the building.

After the three blinding flashes and explosions inten-
sified the gunfire and blinded anyone looking in that di-
rection, he went over the top of the dike and down across
the darkened open area to the loading dock, moving in
under it like a shadow of the night, unseen by the hun-
dreds of guards.

The river tumbled down over the rocks, filling the steep-
walled valley with a low rumbling sound. On most eve-
nings over the many years that Albert Jonathan had lived
in this secluded mountain valley, the sounds of the river
had comforted him, soothed him to sleep.

But not tonight.

Tonight there would be no sleep for him. Tonight the
river sounded like a wounded mountain lion, roaring its
warning to anyone who would listen.
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Every shadow around the log cabin now held danger.
Every rock seemed to shift, as if forming into creatures
that would tear him apart.

And during it all, the echoing laughter inside his head.

Albert sat on the front porch of his log cabin, his
Springfield rifle across his lap, extra shells in his pocket,
waiting. Someone or something was coming for him, and
for his emerald. He knew that without a doubt.

And he was going to fight to the last, he also knew
that without a doubt.

Far over the valley, the slight rumble of a passing jet
temporarily overshadowed the sounds of the tumbling
river. Albert glanced up at the star-filled sky and the blink-
ing light of the jet. For a fleeting moment he thought about
running, staying ahead of what was coming after him.

Then the thought passed, as did the jet.

The sounds of the river again dominated his beautiful
valley. There would be no running for Albert Jonathan.
He had moved into this valley before anyone living had
been bom. He wouldn’t leave it now. At least not without
a fight.

And if he did leave, it would be most likely in a pine
box. And that was just fine with him, too.

After leaving the Service estate, Scott had turned the
Blackbird south to the Xavier Institute. All three desper-
ately felt the need for a shower. Gary Service had warned
them about the smell of his father, but none of them,
accustomed to fighting and death in all forms, had been
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prepared for a living man simply rotting away.

To their credit, they had managed to remain in the
room with Robert Service Sr. while he told the story of
finding the emerald, and what the monk had told him.
There was really nothing new he added beyond what his
son had already told them.

They had thanked Gary Service and his father and
immediately left, heading back for the mansion, a brief
trip given the short distance and the Blackbird's super-
sonic engines.

Professor Xavier was waiting for them in his office.

“What did you discover?” he asked.

“ A number of things,” Scott said. “First, there seems
to be a second gem, an emerald, resembling the crimson
ruby of Cyttorak that Cain touched.”

The Professor said nothing, so Jean continued.

“Robert Service Jr. was the first to touch the gem
after its discovery thirty years ago by his father,” Jean
said.

“And by touching the gem,” Hank said, “the
younger Service was changed in a fashion similar to how
Cain was changed.”

“But there are differences?” the Professor said,
phrasing the statement like a question.

“Clear ones,” Hank said. “Robert is not as large as
Cain yet. He’s about a half-foot shorter, and the gem did
not attach itself to him.”

The Professor raised one eyebrow at that.

“What puzzles me,”’ Jean said, “is why would some-
one who had just gone through such a transformation im-
mediately jump on a plane and head to Idaho?”
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“A very good question,” the Professor said. “One |
have been asking also.”

“And did Cain know where Robert Service and the
emerald was?” Scott said. “From his path and sudden
turn around, it would seem that somehow Cain was, and
is, after that emerald also.”

*“Cain has never shown the slightest hint of telepathic
powers,” the Professor said. “If he does feel the new gem
for some reason or another, it is through the stones them-
selves, and the power bands of Cyttorak.”

“Triggered when Robert Service picked up the stone
for the first time?” Jean said.

“Considering the timing,” the Professor said, “that
would be the most logical conclusion.”

“So what do we do now?” Scott asked. “ Clear a path
for Cain all the way to ldaho?”’

“No,” the Professor said. “Offer him a ride.”

“What?” Scott said.

Beside him, Hank laughed and said, “ Of course.”

Wingate Toole watched on a half-dozen monitors the ex-
plosions and fight going on outside his headquarters. Kyle,
his thin frame leaning against a chair, stood beside him,
saying nothing.

Another explosion rocked the building and jiggled the
glassware on the bar.

The monitors and most of the electronic security sys-
tem of the building was being run on backup power. There
was enough to keep the security up, as well as all the
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computers and office areas, but not enough to light the
outside of the building. And whoever attacked must some-
how have known that. Or gotten very lucky.

Was this the attack Toole had been worried about? It
didn’t feel right. The person or thing he felt inside his
head that was coming after him, was distant. Even more
distant than the first time he’d had the feeling the night
before.

Now, outside, it looked like there was a full assault
going on against his headquarters. Yet he could pick up
no intruders on the monitors. Just his own men firing into
the dark night, hitting who knew what.

In the distance, police sirens were wailing as a dozen
cop cars headed in this direction.

Then suddenly it dawned on Toole what was going
on and his stomach clamped up tight in fear.

Toole spun around and faced Kyle. “Tell those idiots
to stop firing and retreat into the building before the cops
get here. This was only a diversion.”

Kyle nodded. Quickly he headed for the door.

Toole turned back to face the security monitors. Then
he had another thought. “Kyle, make sure if we have
wounded or dead, to get them inside. We don’t want to
give the cops any reason to come inside. Understand?”

“Yes, sir,” Kyle said as he ducked out the door.

Ten seconds later all the firing stopped. Toole could
see dozens of men crawling up from cover and heading
for the entrances to the building. A few of them carried
wounded men.

“Idiots,” Toole said to the monitors.

Two blocks away, the first cop car came to a stop,
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blocking the street. Another slid into place beside it.

By the time all his men were inside and the doors
locked down, Toole could see on the monitors that all the
streets leading out of the area were blocked.

“Going to be a long night,” he said aloud, laughing
at the cops. “Because you’re not going to find anything
on those streets at all.”

Behind him, Kyle entered and moved up behind
Toole to watch the security monitors.

“Everyone inside and accounted for?” Toole asked.

“Doing a head count now,” Kyle said.

Toole nodded, then had another thought that almost
froze him in his chair. Slowly he turned and faced his
second in command. ‘‘Go back down there and make sure
we don’t have an extra guard or two. There was a reason
for that diversion and that might just have been it.”

Kyle nodded. Without a word he spun and headed
back outside.

Behind him Toole automatically locked the doors,
then turned back to the security monitors.

Remy paused in the dark under the old loading dock, then
continued in farther under the dock toward the building.
Every so often a cobweb covered his face, but he ignored
them, feeling his way forward in the almost total darkness
over the rough, damp ground.

The smell of mold filled his mouth and nose. He
could hear the faint scurrying of rats even over the gunfire
going on outside. He had no real idea where this area
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under the dock would lead, but most likely he’d find a
rotted floorboard on this old dock he could come up
through somewhere near the building.

And from there it would be easy to get inside.

He reached the wall of the building where the old
wooden loading dock was attached. There he got luckier
than he had even hoped.

A broken and boarded-over narrow service entrance.
This warehouse obviously had something other than con-
crete floors inside. He knew it wasn’t a basement, because
they didn’t have basements in New Orleans. Most of the
town was below sea level, and early on the French dis-
covered they couldn’t even put coffins in the ground. They
simply floated back to the surface.

But this warehouse had an area under part of the in-
terior flooring, more than likely to run heat and electrical
ducts. And that would be perfect for Remy.

As the gunfire suddenly stopped, he pulled off one
old, rotted board and leaned it gently against the wall
under the opening. A moment later he had the other off
and the opening clear.

He went through feetfirst, then pulled the wood with
him back up, lodging it into place as best he could so that
a quick inspection would show no one had been through
there.

The darkness was now total.

He slowly pulled out a playing card and held it up,
charging it with just enough kinetic energy so it glowed
slightly.

He had guessed correctly. He was in a maintenance
and flood drainage tunnel, long forgotten. He walked a
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hundred feet along the tunnel, noting the places where
access chutes lead upward into the building.

Then he laughed to himself softly. No point in going
on at this time. Toole would have his men on full alert,
knowing the explosions were nothing more than a diver-
sion. So the best plan for this thief would be to sit down
and wait until morning, when all the guards were tired,
and the heat had been turned down a notch or two. Then
he’d give Toole a surprise the man wouldn’t soon forget.

And maybe Remy would even give him a lesson in
respect for the old ways of doing things.

Remy looked around for a dry spot, then sat down
with his back against a concrete wall.

Ten minutes later he was asleep.
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yclops brought the Blackbird into a soft landing in a
freshly plowed field north of Williamsport, Pennsyl-
vania, sending swirling clouds of dust up into the
black night air.

Standing in the open field, waiting for him, the Beast,
and Phoenix, were the other X-Men on the Juggernaut
watch: Storm, Rogue, Wolverine, and Bishop. Behind
them was a small, black jet transport, a sleek plane that
had been given to them by the Shi’ar at the same time the
Shi’ar had upgraded the X-Men’s Danger Room. It had a
swept-back hawkish look and at night it seemed almost
invisible against the dark sky.

The small transport could hold only four X-Men com-
fortably but, like the Blackbird, it had jet speed combined
with vertical lift-off and landing capabilities. The only
problem was that they still couldn’t decide on a name for
it. The argument had been going on for weeks, with
Scott’s favorite being Raven, which nicely complemented
Blackbird.

No one else much agreed with him, but he still called
it the Raven anyway. Maybe if he repeated it enough, the
name would just catch on.

“Well,” Logan said as they walked over the loose
dirt toward their team members. “Are we finally done
babysittin’?”

“In a manner of speaking,” Scott said, smiling at
Logan. Wolverine had an attitude most of the time, and
had been having some problems keeping his animal side
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in check lately, but he was as good as they came. Scott
had fought many a battle beside Logan, and there wasn’t
an X-Man he’d rather have beside him in a fight.

“Great,” Logan said. “Let’s teach that big lunk
once-an-fer-all to not go stompin” around.”

“Well, not exactly,” Scott said. “Sorry, Wolverine.”

Logan snorted. “Figures there’d be a catch.”

“ And what exactly,” Storm said, “does the Professor
want us to undertake now?”’

“We’re going to offer Cain a ride,” Scott said.

Before the others could protest, Storm said, “Perhaps,
Cyclops, you should fill us all in on the thinking behind
this action.”

Scott nodded. ‘‘A fairly short story, so everyone just
hold on.”

It took him less than five minutes to explain what he,
Jean, Hank, and the Professor had learned on the Service
estate.

“Two Juggernauts, huh?” Logan said. “ Keeps things
interestin’.”

“ So offering Cain a ride would serve two purposes,”
Storm said.

“Correct,” Scott said. “ It would stop the destruction
of the countryside and—"

“Lead us to Robert Service and the emerald,” Ororo
said.

Rogue only shook her head and smiled, while Bishop,
as would any good soldier, said nothing.

Scott loved how this group of wildly different mutants
worked together. They bickered, they fought over small
details and methods of attack, but when it came right
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down to it, they stood side by side. To Scott, they were
his family.

Ororo faced Scott. “What plan did you have in
mind?”

Scott glanced over at Jean, then faced Ororo again.
“Cain will fit in the Blackbird.”

“With a shoehorn and a couple good kicks,” Logan
said. “An’ I’ll be glad to do the kickin’.”

Scott ignored him and went on. “Phoenix and | will
offer him a ride, while you, Wolverine, Beast, and Bishop
take the Raven and follow at a distance. Rogue will fly
advance scout to see if she can pinpoint Service’s loca-
tion.”

“Do we have a general idea where we are heading?”
Ororo said. “Or must we depend completely on the Jug-
gernaut?”

“ At last report,” Jean said, “Robert Service’sjet was
flying in circles over the wilderness area in central
Idaho.”

“Circles?” Ororo asked.

Scott only shrugged. He had no idea why a man who
had just touched a gem similar to Cain’s ruby, would sud-
denly jump on a plane, fly to Idaho, and circle over the
mountains.

“Looks as if we have a few hours of flying ahead of
us,” Hank said. “Plenty of time for a little nap.”

“That there will be,” Scott said.

“Assuming you can talk Cain into the ride,” Ororo
said.

Scott nodded and glanced at Jean. * Yeah, assuming.”
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Jean touched his arm and between them silent reas-
surance flowed.

The map on Robert Service’s lap had more than a half
dozen lines on it, forming a very clear, fairly small box
in the middle of one of the wildest, most mountainous
areas of central Idaho.

Under the clear night sky, Robert could see the shapes
of snow-capped mountaintops below. He had been bom
and raised in New York and had been to the Appalachi-
ans. And, of course, he’d seen pictures of Mount Everest
and similar peaks. But he had no idea that there were such
mountains as these in the United States. These made the
mountains in the east look like small bumps.

And the area they covered shocked him. He had trou-
ble imagining the immense size of it. A far, far bigger
area than the entire state of New York. The jet seemed to
fly forever, crossing over one range after another. How
could people live out here? On the map it showed only
one small, two-lane road winding along rivers between
Boise in the south and the entire northern part of the state.
Not even a freeway. Nothing but impossibly large moun-
tains. The whole region was far too primitive for his
tastes.

Service stared out the window as the jet made one
more pass over the area. The feeling of the other gem
suddenly switched in his mind and he hit the intercom
button. “Exact location, please.”

A moment later the pilot relayed their location and
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Service drew another line on his map. This one was right
over another line he’d drawn earlier. The jet had gotten
him as close as it was going to get him.

He glanced out the window again. In a way, having
the gem be in such an isolated area was going to make
finding it much easier.

Now, after two hours, the best he could narrow the
location of the gem down to while in the jet was a nine-
hundred-square-mile area of mountains. Somewhere in
there was a stone the size of his fist. He’d find it, but to
do so he was going to need help.

He punched the intercom button to the pilot. ‘‘Return
to Boise,” he said.

“Yes, sir,” the pilot said and with an easy banking
motion the plane turned south.

Robert Service stared at the map and the seemingly
small square he’d marked off. Tomorrow morning, in
Boise, he’d see if he could narrow that down. There
couldn’t be that many people living in that rugged coun-
try, could there?

He leaned back and closed his eyes.

The next thing he knew, the wheels of the jet were
screeching on the runway in Boise.

Jean took a deep breath of the warm night air and let it
out. She and Scott had flown in the Blackbird to a position
a mile or so ahead of Cain. They now stood near his path.
She could feel the ground under her feet rumbling slightly
with the pounding of his steps.
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“Scott,” she said, “let me do the talking on this
one.”

Scott glanced over at her, then nodded. Between them
the understanding was there. He knew she had a way with
convincing people to do things her way—she just seemed
to know people. Since the Juggernaut’s helmet protected
him from any mind control, she was going to have to use
only her persuasive abilities.

She glanced up and to the east, looking at the black
sky for any sign of the other X-Men. Nothing visible to
the naked eye, yet she knew they were there, ready to be
beside her and Scott in a flash, just in case anything went
wrong.

She blanked her mind for a moment and focused on
the dark study of the Professor’s in the mansion. Then she
thought, Professor, we re about to talk to Cain. Any sug-
gestions?

The Professor’s thought formed clearly in her mind.
Cain was willing to aid us against Magneto when he took
over Manhattan. Perhaps we can use that to our advan-
tage. Good luck.

Thanks.

“Here he comes,” Scott said, pointing across the dark
field at the looming shape.

She turned her attention to the task at hand as the
rumbling thumps of the Juggernaut’s heavy steps vibrated
the ground around them.

She wrapped them both in a telekinetic bubble and
lifted them off the ground, slowly drifting to match Cain’s
pace at a height where they could look him in the eye.

Cain didn’t bother to even glance at them, just kept
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his gaze straight ahead, his pace consistent. The look on
his face wasn’t a happy one, that much Jean could tell.

“Cain?” Jean said. “We need to talk.”

“Go right ahead,” Cain said. “ Seems you X-Men do
a lot of that. Doesn’t mean | gotta listen to it.”

“We know where you’re headed.”

Cain grunted and didn’t even look at them. *Nice,
but wrong. | don’t even know where I’'m headed.”

Jean glanced at Scott, who looked just as puzzled as
she felt. Could Cain be telling the truth? Did he really not
know where he was heading?

“Well,” Jean said, continuing on the path she’d
started. “We do. You’re heading for Idaho.”

Cain laughed this time. “And let me see if | get this
right. On this route I’ll also get to see South Dakota, Wy-
oming, and eventually even Oregon. Right? That’s all |
need is a bunch of mutie travel guides. Would you two
just leave me alone? | won’t ask twice.”

“We will, Cain,” Jean said, “If you just let me tell
you about Robert Service and the emerald he found in a
stone temple in Korea.”

“Emerald?” Cain asked, for the first time turning his
head and looking at the two X-Men, though he continued
walking.

“Robert Service Sr. found the emerald in an old stone
temple, but never touched it. Last night he showed it to
his son, Robert Service Jr., and the son touched it and was
changed.”

Cain shook his head side to side. “ Nice try. You ex-
pect me to believe there’s another fella like me?”

“He’s not exactly like you,” Jean said, again glanc-
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ing at Scott who nodded that she should continue. “Ser-
vice didn’t grow as large or powerful as you are, and the
stone didn’t attach to him. All this happened about thirty
miles from where you turned around this afternoon.”

“QOkay, so why did I turn around if | was headed
there?” Cain’s voice still held its biting, sarcastic tone,
but Jean could tell there was a hint of interest under the
surface.

“Because,” Jean said, “Robert Service Jr. got on a
plane at that moment and headed toward Idaho.”

The Juggernaut stopped so quickly that it took Jean
a moment to slow her and Scott down and bring them
back around to face Cain.

“At exactly that moment?” Cain asked, staring at
them both. “Yer kiddin’, right?”

“No,” Scott said.

“We didn’t know that for certain until later, after we
talked to Gary Service, Robert’s younger brother,” Jean
said. “We then checked the flight plan the pilot filed and
the times are exact.”

Cain nodded, then stared at the X-Men. *“So I’m after
a guy by the name of Service, huh?” Cain said. “Good
to know who I’'m going to pound when 1 find him.
Thanks.”

He suddenly started forward again and Jean quickly
moved herself and Scott out of his way, going back to
matching his pace.

“Cain,” Jean said, “at this rate, it’s going to take
you four days to reach Idaho.”

“So,” Cain said, not looking at them. “Bein” my
travel agent again.”
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“Service is in a private jet,” Jean said. “More than
likely he won’t be there by then.”

“So | follow him to where he goes next. So what?
He can’t get away from me.”

“Not saying he can,” Jean said, trying to keep her
frustration with talking to Cain down under the tone of
her voice. “We’re just offering you a ride is all.”

Again Cain glanced over at the two X-Men floating
along beside him. Jean could almost feel his intense stare
boring through her. She wished, just for a moment, that
he would take off that helmet so she could tell what he
was thinking.

Suddenly he stopped again.

And again Jean had to swing herself and Scott out
and around to face him.

“Took me a minute,” Cain said, “but now | under-
stand. You’re offering me a ride to get me to stop tearin’
up the countryside. Right?”

“Exactly,” Jean said, smiling at him.

Inside her head she heard Scott think, He’s smarter
than he looks. But luckily he didn’t say it out loud.

Cain shook his head and laughed again, the sound like
thunder rolling over the surrounding farms. “You do-
gooders amaze me. Always stickin’ your nose into other
people’s business, even when you ain’t asked.”

“So, Cain,” Jean said, “you want a lift to ldaho?”

“Work together again? That’ll be twice in a row,
y’know.”

“‘It worked against Magneto and the Acolytes,’” Jean
said. “The three of us and Rogue worked pretty well to-
gether then.”
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Cain actually smiled at that. “You got a point. Yeah,
okay, why not? ’Sides, it’s no fun tearin’ up real estate
unless 1I’'m poundin’ on someone when | do it.”

“The Blackbird's over that way,” Jean said, pointing
across the field.

“QOne thing,” Cain said. “Promise me you won’t get
between me and Service when | find him.”
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y awoke as the first signs of morning light filtered
hrough the cracks in the boards under the loading
ck. Around him, the maintenance tunnel smelled

of dampness and mold. He stood, quietly brushed off his

duster, and stretched. Over the years he hadn’t needed
much sleep each night, but when he did sleep, he could
do it anywhere. Even standing up. It was part of the train-
ing of a thief. Patience and making the best of a situation.

Now it was time to see what situation faced him with
Mr. Toole.

The maintenance tunnel was no more than ten feet
across and filled in places with large heating ducts and
bundles of wires. There was no doubt that the tunnel ran
under the entire warehouse and was the utility spine of
the place.

Every twenty feet or so, a shaft led upward. Most of
them didn’t run farther than one floor up, stopping at the
roofline most likely. But in two places the shafts went up
farther, to what was clearly a second floor over part of
the warehouse. If Toole was going to have an office in
this place, it would be up there.

Silently, Remy climbed up the rusted steel ladder in-
side one of the shafts, moving slowly upward until he was
level with the second floor.

In three places small tunnels led off, more than likely
under the floor of the office areas. There was no way
Remy wanted to be under that floor, trapped like a rat in
those tight tunnels. Not his style at all.
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He kept climbing until he reached the top of the lad-
der. There the shaft opened into an open attic area. Much
better. Exposed ceiling joists and insulation covered the
bottom of the attic, with boards laid out across the joists
as walkways.

Remy stopped, holding onto the ladder, and studied
the open area. Now the question was, which direction was
Toole’s office? If the man was as power hungry and ego-
tistical as Remy suspected he was, he would have a lavish
office, most likely with a view of the river.

So toward the river it was.

Remy eased his frame silently up onto one of the thin
boards and moved slowly forward, being very careful to
keep his weight over the ceiling joists so he would make
no sounds at all. Twenty feet along, there was a large light
fixture cut into the ceiling of the room below, obviously
done in just the last few years. Lots of light came up
through it and the faint sounds of voices could be heard
from below.

Remy eased down onto his stomach on the walkway
and crawled forward until he could see down through a
slot in the fixture. He could see the top of an ornate desk,
a computer screen, and a dozen security monitors on one
wall. One man with a balding head sat behind the desk,
while another thin man stood facing him. Remy couldn’t
quite make out what they were saying, but Remy had no
doubt that the man sitting at the desk was Toole.

Suddenly the door opened to the office and two new
figures entered.

Instantly Remy’s stomach clamped up like he’d just
been hit solidly in the gut. One of the figures wore the
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ritual attire of an assassin, along with the plain brown
cloth over the face with the diamond over one eye. In his
hand he carried a longsword.

How many times over the years had Remy fought
against those swords and the assassins who carried them?
More times than he cared to remember.

The Assassins Guild was the sworn enemy of the
Thieves Guild. Both had coexisted for decades without
too much trouble, holding an uneasy truce most of the
time.

But what was an assassin doing in Toole’s office?
From everything Remy had heard, Toole had ignored
everything about the old way of doing things, including
the assassins, the thieves, and the maob.

Suddenly into Remy’s view another figure stepped,
facing Toole’s desk.

This time Remy had to force the air into his lungs
just to keep from gasping.

It was a woman. She wore a black bodysuit, with
purple arm-and-leg light armor. Attached to the armor was
a long cape that flowed over her powerful shoulders and
down around her back.

But it wasn’t the outfit that shocked Remy.

It was the hair. Golden blonde hair worn tied back.
He would have known that hair anywhere.

Bella Donna.

His wife.

The leader of the assassins.

The woman who had recently sworn to kill him.

Ml



X-MEN

The sun was just breaking over the high mountains east
of Boise at six in the morning, cutting through the chill
that covered the valley and airport. Unlike weather in New
York, the nights in Idaho, even on hot summer days,
turned cool. Dew covered the ground where, in a few
hours, the sun would be baking the pavement hot as an
oven top.

Robert Service strolled across the damp runway and
into the open hangar of Back Country Helicopters, glanc-
ing around at the repairs being done on one ’copter. Two
more sat outside and it was one of those he was interested
in.

A half hour ago he had woken up in the back of his
private plane. As with the first time he’d fallen asleep, he
could no longer sense the other two parts of his emerald.
So he pulled out the glowing stone and touched it again,
letting its energy flow through and revive him.

This morning, instead of the feeling of the other two
gems coming back into his head, red flooded through his
mind like a spilled beaker of blood.

Red.

And danger.

Whatever it was that he’d sensed the first night, the
red creature was now close. Very close.

And getting closer.

He had put the emerald back into his bag, checked to
make sure his gun was in his duffel also, loaded and
ready, then climbed out of the jet. He woke and ordered
his pilots to fly first to Portland, Oregon, refuel, then re-
turn to a small central Idaho town called McCall. He’d
meet them there in approximately four hours.
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It was a longshot. The likelihood was much greater
that the red creature, whatever it was, was following the
gem, not the plane. But the diversion couldn’t hurt, in case
it was the plane that it tracked.

And Robert needed some time to locate an emerald
in over nine hundred square miles of Idaho wilderness.
Four hours should do it, if he was lucky and his plan
worked.

Robert shifted the light weight of the duffel, letting
the feeling of the gem and the gun comfort him some.

“Hello,” he shouted into the empty hangar and his
voice echoed off the high metal roof.

“Hello yourself,” a man said, moving out from be-
hind the cabin of the helicopter inside the hangar. He was
an older man, probably in his late fifties, with a thinning
head of gray hair and a large smile. He strolled toward
Service, wiping his grease-stained hands on a blue rag as
he came.

“Can’t say I’ve ever had anyone in here as big as
you,” he said, smiling and extending his now-clean hand.
“Name’s Craig. | own this place.”

“Robert Service,” Robert said, carefully shaking the
man’s hand in return, making sure he didn’t squeeze too
hard. “Are you also a pilot?”

Robert had learned to fly helicopters back a few years
before, but didn’t want to even try taking one into those
mountains alone unless he had to—particularly with his
hands much larger than they were.

“Sure am,” the guy said. “What can | do for you?”

“1’'m willing to pay twenty thousand dollars up front
in exchange for four hours of helicopter time and a pilot.”
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“Twenty thousand?” Craig said, the look of surprise
clear in his eyes. “You could almost buy one for that
price. What do you need it for? Not that I’'m saying no,
mind you,” he added quickly. “Just wondering. Have to
make sure it’s legal.”

“Oh, it’s legal all right. An emergency trip into the
central mountains, above the small town of Yellow Pine,”
Robert lied. “Your helicopters have that kind of range?”

Graig shrugged. “No problem at all, even with some-
one of your size on board. But that’s rugged country up
there.”

“I'm aware of that,” Robert said. “1’m looking for
a man who’s in there. 1’ve got a way of tracking his lo-
cation, but it’s not exact. More directional in nature.”

“So we do a little back and forth is all,” the old guy
said, nodding to himself.

“Exactly,” Robert said. “So how long can you stay
aloft up in that area before having to return to refuel?”’

“Three-plus hours, safely, at that altitude.”

Robert nodded and pulled out his wallet. “I need to
leave right now. Is that also possible?”’

Craig started to say something, then noticed the wad
of cash that Robert took out of his money clip. ‘‘Mister,
for twenty thousand in cash, we could have left ten
minutes ago. Let me just run this through, wash my hands,
cancel another appointment, and I’ll be ready. The big
bird on the right out there is gassed and ready to go. Give
me five minutes.”

“Thank you, Craig,” Robert said, smiling his best
smile at the older man.

In the back of his mind Robert could tell the red crea-
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ture was closing in from the east, getting closer and closer.
But it felt as if five minutes would be soon enough to get
ahead of whatever was coming.

He turned and headed for the helicopter. Maybe after
getting the next part of the emerald, it wouldn’t matter if
the red creature caught up with him. Only time would tell.

Cain had crammed his huge frame into the back of the
Blackbird. He’d broken one arm off one chair in the back
as he sat, but otherwise, so far, there had been no serious
damage to the plane.

Then, for the next three hours, as the jet sped west,
Cain hadn’t said a word. He simply sat hunched over,
staring into the night ahead.

Jean and Scott bad also remained outwardly quiet.
But using Jean’s telepathic powers they had “talked” and
planned most of the trip, running through any possible
plan of action they could think of. In the end they came
back to the exact point where they started. They had no
idea why Robert Service had been flying in circles in
Idaho. And they could only guess at the outcome when
Cain caught up to him.

The sun was lighting the sky around them as they
crossed over the Teton Mountains and into eastern Idaho.
They were within two hundred miles of Boise, approach-
ing the Snake River valley when suddenly things changed
slightly.

“Blackbird.” Ororo’s voice cut through the silence
of the cabin from the radio link.

1«



X-MEN

Scott flipped a switch to turn his headset to the private
channel, then with a glance at Jean said, “Go ahead,
Storm.”

“Cyclops, we just got confirmation from the Boise
airport that Service’s plane has taken off, headed west. He
filed a flight plan for Portland.”

“Understood,” Scott said.

He flipped the communication system back to airport
approach and then glanced around at Cain hunched over
behind him.

Cain said nothing, his dark eyes still focused ahead.

Scott shrugged and turned back forward. Guess we re
going on to Portland, he said to Jean telepathically
through the rapport that husband and wife shared.

Guess we are, Jean replied.

One thing’s for certain, we’re getting to see some
country we'd normally never see.

Almost feels like a vacation, Jean said with a tele-
pathic laugh.

Almost, Scott said. Almost.

Wingate Toole stood behind his desk and watched as two
of the deadliest humans alive walked into his office.

Kyle, who had been holding the door for them,
stepped back, and his already pale face drained even
more.

Toole nodded to the man who had a cloth mask over
his face and a painted diamond over one eye-slit. He wore
the traditional garb of the Assassins Guild and carried a
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large, gleaming sword that looked sharp enough to cut
through steel.

Beside him strode one of the most beautiful and strik-
ing women Toole had ever seen. She stood at least six
foot tall and wore a black bodysuit with blue armor-like
scales on her arms and legs. The scales moved with her
rippling muscles like a second skin and the effect was
very attractive. A long cape was attached at her shoulders
and flowed down behind her as she walked. Her blonde
hair was pulled back and cascaded out over the cape.

Her name was Bella Donna and she was the head of
the Assassins Guild.

Toole also had no doubt at all that at a moment’s
whim, she could kill him without a struggle.

He also knew she wouldn’t. At least not yet. After
she had heard what he had to say, he hoped she would
never kill him. Only work with him.

And protect him from what was coming.

Toole indicated that Bella take the seat in front of his
desk, but she shook her head and remained standing. The
other assassin took a position to her right and slightly
behind her where he could keep any eye on both Toole
and Kyle.

Toole shrugged and dropped down into his chair,
leaning back to look at her. ““Thank you for accepting my
invitation,” Toole said, putting on his best smile.

“The messenger said you have a business proposi-
tion,” she said. “I will listen.”

Toole nodded. “Fair enough,” he said. It was the
most he had hoped for.

“As | know you are aware,” Toole said, “over the
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past few years 1’ve slowly taken over more and more of,
shall we say, the business of our fine city.”

Bella said nothing, only stared at him, her dark brown
eyes boring into him like drills.

““The old days of a balance between the mob and the
two guilds are almost finished. If I can move in, as | have
done, someone else would shortly do the same if | am
eliminated.”

Bella again said nothing, made no motion. She only
stared at him, obviously trying to make him nervous. And
it was succeeding admirably.

“‘l propose a partnership of sorts between the Assas-
sins Guild and my organization.”

“And what would my people get from such a part-
nership?” Bella asked.

Toole smiled at her. She had almost spit out the word
partnership.

“You would get the elimination of the Thieves Guild,
and control of the entire city. Is there more that you would
expect?”

Suddenly, for the first time Bella looked slightly in-
terested. One eyebrow raised just a fraction. If she had
been a poker player, that would have been a deadly
“tell.”

“Look, Bella,” Toole said, leaning forward and keep-
ing both hands in plain sight on top of his desk. “I’'m a
businessman. | know business and how to make money
and control this city with that money, from underneath
and behind the scenes. I’ve proven that clearly to you and
others over the past six months.”

“Go on,” Bella said.
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“But I’m no good at the protection side. 1’ve got a
hundred men surrounding our position at this moment and
I’m sure you and ten of your assassins could fight your
way in here without the slightest problem.”

“You are correct,” Bella said.

“S0,” Toole said, giving her the palms-up gesture.
“To stay alive, | need you. And to solidify control of the
city, you need me and my organization.”

“ Assuming | agree with your assessment of the sit-
uation in this city, how do you see such a partnership
working?” Again she almost spit out the word partner-
ship.

Toole laughed. “1 suppose partnership might have
been the wrong term to use. You would be the leader, I
would be your first lieutenant.”

Again her eyebrow raised slightly and Toole knew he
had her. So he pushed forward. “You run the city and
protect me and my people while I do the finances. Within
a very short time the mob and the Thieves Guild will only
be a memory.”

“And you will follow my orders?” Bella asked.

“My interest is business and money,” Toole said,
smiling at her while holding her stare. “As long as you
protect me and my people, I’ll follow you to the ends of
the universe. And make you even more powerful at the
same time.”

Again her eyebrow raised slightly and Toole won-
dered if she knew she had such a clear giveaway of her
emotions and thoughts. He doubted it.

She leaned forward, both hands on his desk. Her
blonde hair fell over her right shoulder and he could feel
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the sheer power of her presence. ‘“What exactly are you
afraid of, Toole?”

He kept his gaze locked on hers. Then he sighed and
shook his head. There was no point in lying to her. If
what he proposed was going to work, she needed to know.

He took a deep breath and stood.

She also stood up straight facing him across the pol-
ished oak of his desk.

“Something is coming after me,” Toole said. “1 have
no way of knowing what, or even who it is. But | know.”
He tapped the side of his head.

“And this knowing has you scared?” Bella asked.
“Scared enough to give up control of your organization
to me?”

Toole nodded. * Alive and second in command of the
most powerful crime organization in the South is better
than being dead.” He laughed. “Actually it’s better by a
considerable distance.”

For the first time since the most dangerous woman in
the Big Easy had come though his door she smiled. “ Mr.
Toole, your organization and courage have impressed me
for the last year. | will give your proposal some thought.”

She offered her hand and he reached forward and took
it. Her skin was firm and her grasp hard as iron. He re-
turned her handshake, never taking his gaze from her
eyes.

“1 will leave a dozen of my people around your of-
fice, if you would like?” she said.

“That would be appreciated,” Toole said.

“1 will return this evening,” she said.

Without another word she spun and started for the
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door. Kyle managed to get it open before she got there,
and she and her guard went through without so much as
a squeak of the floorboards.

Toole let out a deep breath. “Kyle, make sure our
people know they will be joined by some professional
help.”

“Yes, sir,” Kyle said.

As the door closed behind Kyle, Toole dropped into
his chair with a giant sigh. Then slowly, softly, he started
laughing to himself.

So far, so good.

Over Toole’s desk, Remy lay perfectly still, his ear
pressed lightly against a small opening in the ceiling tile.
He had managed to hear every word of the conversation
between Bella Donna and Toole. And it had shocked him.

The Assassins Guild, to his knowledge, had never
made a pact with anyone. And had no interest in control-
ling the business side of the crime world. Yet it was clear
that Bella had liked Toole’s suggestions.

If she took the alliance with Toole, there would be
no doubt that the Thieves Guild would be in danger. The
entire balance of power in New Orleans would vanish like
steam above the Bananas Foster served in the Three Sis-
ters Restaurant on Bourbon.

He listened as Toole laughed softly to himself.
Clearly the man didn’t need a lecture on the old ways of
New Orleans. He knew them and was playing them
against each other.
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So what was Remy going to do now? His idea of
dropping in on Toole for a lesson seemed pointless at the
moment. He could drop down, take the guy out, and make
his escape. But Toole was right. Someone else would
quickly take Toole’s place.

Toole stopped laughing to himself and stood. Remy
moved slightly so that he could see down through a small
crack down into the office.

Toole moved out from behind his desk, locked the
door with a dead bolt, then went to the ornate bar. Quickly
he picked up and set down six different bottles in succes-
sion.

There was a small click.

Right below Remy a panel opened on the front of
Toole’s desk.

Toole picked up and sat down three more bottles, then
moved over to the open panel and knelt.

Remy could see Toole twisting what must have been
the tumbler of a safe, then pulled it open. Toole reached
into the open safe and pulled out a pouch of some sort,
tied with a drawstring.

Toole opened the pouch and slid a large emerald out
onto his palm.

Remy could hear Toole’s sigh all the way through the
ceiling.

“QOkay,” Toole said, his voice solid and fairly loud.
“Come and try to take this now.”

Toole held the emerald out in front of him for a mo-
ment, then slipped it back in the bag, put the bag back in
the safe, and closed the panel door.

Remy just shook his head as Toole went back to the
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bar and reversed his combination of bottles, then headed
for the door to his office. A moment later he disappeared

from Remy’s view out the door.
What in the world was that about? Remy thought as

he slowly sat up in the crawlspace.
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or the entire flight west Cain had sat silently, hunched
over, staring out the front window of the X-Men’s
plane. He hated these wimpy, do-gooders run by his

stepbrother. He was so used to fighting with them, that he

almost considered lashing out at them right now.

But he didn’t. Once before, they needed his help
against Magneto, and he gave it because Cain didn’t want
to live in a world run by the so-called master of magnet-
ism. This time, much as Cain hated to admit it, he needed
their help.

From what he could tell by the pain in his chest, they
had been right about where he had been heading. As the
night wore on, it became very clear to him that he was
still going in the right direction.

If it really was this Robert Service person who was
causing his pain, he felt almost sorry for the guy. He was
going to be nothing more than a smear on the sidewalk
by the time Cain got through with him. And if there was
another stone from the temple, Cain was going to own it
just so no one else would ever cause him this kind of pain
again.

“Boise, ldaho,” Summers said, pointing down at the
city below and to the left of the plane. *“Where Service
spent the last part of the night.”

Cain said nothing. He’d been thankful that Summers
and his good-looking wife hadn’t talked all night long.
With the pain in his chest making him feel trapped, the

157



X-MEN

addition of stupid small-talk from the couple would have
made it impossible to keep from tearing their plane apart
in midair. Then he would have been back to walking. Not
that he minded walking, but this way there was a chance
he’d get this pain in his chest stopped sooner, rather than
later.

It just galled him that it was his stepbrother’s little
people that gave him the help. That he needed their help.

Suddenly the pain in his chest shifted. One moment
it had been steady, then suddenly it was like someone was
slicing a knife through his nerves.

He leaned slightly forward and stared out the window.
Boise was behind them now. The source of his pain
wasn’t on the plane to Portland, that much was suddenly
clear.

“Turn right,” he said.

Summers glanced back at Cain, his visor giving the ef-
fect of being looked at with just one big eye. *“ What—?”

“Right,” Cain said again, his voice a low growl.

Summers shrugged. A moment later the plane banked
slowly right toward the south.

Now the pain got even worse.

*Other direction,” Cain said.

Summers banked the jet back to the left, eventually
heading north toward the mountains.

The pain eased back to where it had been all night.

Cain said nothing as both Summers and Grey glanced
back at him.

After a moment Summers shrugged again and looked
at Grey. “Guess we’re headed north for a while.”

“Guess so,” she said.
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Cain said nothing. There was nothing he needed to
say to the idiots. As soon as he found what was causing
his pain, he wouldn’t need them anymore. And that
wouldn’t be a moment too soon, as far as he was con-
cerned.

Finding the right valley in all the hundred of valleys had
been surprisingly easy in a helicopter. Robert had kept the
emerald tightly gripped in his hand and the moment the
helicopter got slightly off course, he turned it back in the
right direction. Craig, the pilot, had asked no questions as
to how Robert knew when to turn, and in which direction.
One of the advantages of overpaying for a service was
that it always guaranteed a great deal of cooperation and
very few questions.

And Craig was just about willing to do anything.

The helicopter flew over a low saddle and dropped
down into the tree-filled valley below, skimming a few
hundred feet over the pines as he went down. Above them
the rocky tops of the mountains towered, littered with
drifts of white snow even though it was the middle of the
summer.

During the first ten minutes in the mountains, Craig’s
proximity to the trees had worried Robert, but then he’d
settled into the movement of it and now understood it.
There was no point in going any higher.

Robert pointed to the left over Craig’s shoulder and
Craig swung the helicopter in that direction, heading
down the river that wound its way through the bottom of
this narrow valley. Inside his head, Robert felt the feeling
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of correctness. This direction was right on the money.

And he was close.

Below them a clearing and a log cabin suddenly ap-
peared, then disappeared behind them as Craig banked the
helicopter to the left slightly to follow the river.

Instantly, the feeling inside Robert’s head switched
from right to completely wrong.

“That log cabin was it,” he shouted to Craig. “ Put
the chopper down there.” He pointed to a clearing a half
mile down the canyon from the cabin. He’d go back to
the cabin alone from there. No doubt the person who
owned part of the emerald knew he was coming. And was
going to protect the gem if he could.

Robert wasn’t worried. Not in the slightest. It had
taken him less than thirty minutes to find the gem in nine
hundred square miles of wilderness. It was going to take
even less time to secure it from whoever owned it.

Craig set the chopper down in the clearing with a
slight bump, kicking up dust and pine needles with the
wind from the blades.

“Keep it running,” Robert shouted over the noise of
the engine to Craig. “This won’t take very long at all.”

Craig nodded, then shouted, “Duck when you get
out.”

Robert only nodded and stepped out of the helicopter,
keeping low until he was well away from the blades.

Then he stood up straight and at a quick run headed
back up a dirt trail along the river toward the cabin. In
his left hand, the emerald was grasped tightly. In his right,
tucked into his jacket pocket, was his pistol.
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As he went around the slight bend in the valley and
started up the trail toward the cabin, he slipped the em-
erald into his shirt pocket and buttoned it. He’d cut a small
hole on the inside of the pocket so the surface of the
emerald could be against the skin of his chest. It gave him
power, and just in case he needed it, the emerald was
there.

Then he slowed to a fast walk and put both hands
open and above his head in the traditional sign of surren-
der. Ahead of him, he could see the old log cabin tucked
against the edge of the steep canyon wall. In front of it
was an open meadow leading down to the river.

Robert had no doubt he was now being watched, most
likely through a scope. But he figured this person, who-
ever he was, would at least want to talk for a moment
before he shot. And it was on that piece of human nature
that Robert was counting.

Robert was within thirty steps of the small front porch
of the log cabin when the door opened and a man with a
long white beard stepped out. He looked to be in his late
fifties and had dark, angry eyes. He held a rifle cradled
across his arms, and as he stepped to the front of the porch
he said, “You can stop right there.”

Robert took two steps and halted, not more than six
paces in front of the man.

“What do you want?”

“1’ve come to ask for your help,” Robert said, keep-
ing his hands in the air.

The guy’s eyes looked at Robert. “ You’re a big fella.
What do you need my help for?”’
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“|1 think you know,” Robert said.

The old man stared at Robert, then looked away into
the open meadow. “Yeah, | know.”

Robert only nodded. “‘I could sense that you did. Do
you know that something else is coming?”

The old man nodded. And for an instant there was a
look of fear in the mountain man’s eyes.

“That’s what | need your help with,” Robert said.
“If we combine our gems, both touch both stones, then
we might be able to stop this red thing that’s coming. At
least we’d have a fighting chance.”

“And you expect me to just drag out my stone and
give it to you?”

“No,” Robert said. “I’ll give you mine, first.” Rob-
ert indicated his jacket pocket. “Can | bring it out?”

The old man nodded. “Real slow like.”

Robert slowly moved his right hand down into his
jacket pocket, then quickly yanked the pistol out.

The old man didn’t have a chance. He didn’t even
get his rifle out of the crook of his arm before Robert
caught him with two shots.

The gunfire echoed down through the valley, swal-
lowed by the faint rumble of the idling helicopter.

The old man’s rifle went clattering across the porch
and down into the dirt as the he spun around and slammed
into the logs of his home. Then slowly, a look of surprise
on his face, he slouched to the wood of the porch.

“Sorry,” Robert said, tucking the pistol back into his
pocket. “Just didn’t have any more time to talk.”

With a slow turn he located the direction the stone
was in, then started off toward the side of the mountain
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behind the cabin. Within a few seconds, he had narrowed
the location down to an old stump.

Two seconds later, he pulled the second part of the
emerald out of the small knot in the bark and into the air.
It was a third of the size of the one in his pocket, but still
beautiful in the morning sun.

He held it up with his bare hands as its energy flowed
over and through him, making him feel stronger, bigger
than before.

Suddenly his clothes felt tight as his strength grew.

And inside his head he could feel two presences. One
weak and very far away, in the southern part of the coun-
try. The other huge and red and very close.

And the red one was very angry.

Robert slipped the second emerald into his shirt
pocket and at a full run headed back down the trail toward
the waiting helicopter.

As he climbed in Craig looked startled. ““What hap-
pened to your clothes?” he shouted over the roar of the
engine.

“1’'m still a growing boy,” Robert shouted back, then
laughed.

Craig laughed with him as Robert pointed to the north
down the valley away from the approaching red thing
from the south.

“‘Keep it low to the river for a ways,” Robert shouted
to Craig, “then head straight for the McCall airport as
fast as this bird will fly.”

“Ain’t got much choice,” Craig said. “Dunno what
you just did friend, but you weigh a helluva lot more.
"Copter can barely make it.”

Robert just smiled.
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Trying to track someone over the Idaho mountains with
a small jet while being directed by the Juggernaut was not
easy. And it was not something Scott had ever imagined
he would ever be attempting.

From the moment they had crossed over the first
range of mountains, Cain hadn’t said a word. He’d simply
sat hunched over in the back of the Blackbird, pointing.

First right.

Then left.

Then back right.

Scott had brought the jet right down as close as he
could to the tops of the mountains, but even at that he
had to keep them a good thousand feet up, which meant
they were three or four thousand feet above some of the
valley floors. Even another plane down there would be
nothing more than a speck against the rocks and trees,
impossible to see.

Twice the banking turns of the jet had overshot where
Cain wanted them to go. The entire process was frustrat-
ing beyond belief. But Scott had no better idea on how to
track Service, especially now that it seemed he had left
his own jet.

He decided that they needed to take a more active
role.

Activating the radio link, he said, “‘Storm, | want you
and Rogue to start a more detailed search from the air.
Take Wolverine with you, see if his enhanced senses can
pick anything up.”
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“Suits me, boss-man,” Logan said before Storm
could answer. “Beats sittin’ in this tin can.”

“We shall do so immediately,” Storm said.

A moment later, Scott saw the hatch on the side of
the Raven open up. Storm flew out, gripping Wolverine
by his wrists, borne on the winds she controlled. The
hatch shut quickly. No doubt Ororo used her weather-
working abilities to minimize the decompression in the
Raven.

“They’re away,” came Hank’s voice from over the
radio.

“So | see,” Scott said.

Suddenly Cain let out a loud grunt, then clinched his
teeth and grabbed his chest as if having a heart attack. He
growled like a caged animal ready to spring, so loud and
so mean that Scott didn’t know what to do. Being trapped
inside the Blackbird with an angry' Juggernaut was not
something he ever hoped to experience. In fact, he’d been
half worried about it all night.

Then Jean’s thoughts came clearly into his mind.
Don’t worry. | ve got a telekinetic bubble around us just
in case.

Scott glanced back at where Cain still held his chest.
For the first time Scott actually thought Cain was in pain.
But how was that possible? The ruby didn’t allow Cain
to feel pain.

Unless the emerald was causing it.

“What happened?” Jean asked Cain. “Are you all
right?”

“He got stronger,” Cain said through clutched teeth.
“Down there.”
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Cain pointed to a steep-walled valley with a river
winding down the center like a small snake.

Storm. Rogue. Jean’s thoughts were clear in Scott’s
head as well. Check out the valley below.

Jean nodded to their answers that Scott couldn’t hear,
then she turned to Cain. “Rogue, Storm, and Wolverine
are checking out the valley. It will only take a minute.”

Cain said nothing as Scott slowed the jet and put it
into a tight banking circle pattern. Off to his right Hank
did the same with the Raven.

“He’s moving again,” Cain said. “That direction.”
Cain pointed north down the river.

Scott swung the Blackbird out of the pattern and
headed north.

Jean nodded to herself, then glanced at Scott. “We’ve
got an old man shot down there,” she said. “ Storm says
he’s still alive, but aging before their eyes.”

““Aging?’’ Scott asked and Jean only nodded.

“Beast,” Scott said. “Got a medical emergency on
the valley floor below. See what you can do to help.”

“Understood,” Hank’s voice came back strong as the
Raven turned and almost dove into the valley.

Scott glanced at Jean. “Have Rogue guide the Raven
in. We’ll continue after Service.”

Jean nodded.

Cain simply pointed north.

On the ground below, Storm knelt beside the old man,
then sat down on the porch and put his head in her lap.
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He had been shot twice and they had found him on his
back, on the wooden porch of his log cabin. He was alive,
but from what Storm could tell, wouldn’t be for long.

What was even stranger was that he seemed to be
aging. When they’d first reached him, he had appeared to
be a man in his fifties, but now he looked almost eighty
and lines formed on his face as they watched.

Wolverine had let them take care of the man while
he tracked Service’s trail down the valley. Rogue had dis-
appeared to guide Hank in for a landing.

Now the peaceful valley around the log cabin was
shaking with the sounds of jet engines as Hank brought
the small jet in for a perfect vertical landing on a flat area
near the river. When he shut down the engines the sounds
of the river slowly returned and the valley again seemed
to be at peace.

Only a moment later Hank and Rogue were beside
Storm and the old man.

Hank did a quick medical check, then shook his head
at the same time as he dug in a small bag with one foot.
“He’s not going to make it,” he said to Storm. “But |
can give him something to ease his pain.”

“Do it,” Storm said.

Hank quickly injected the pain medication and after
a moment the old man seemed to relax a little in her lap.
Then his eyes fluttered and he opened them, staring up at
her.

“1’'m in heaven,” he said hoarsely.

“Not yet,” Storm said, slowly stroking the man’s
arm. “Rest easy.”

He smiled at her. “So beautiful.” Then he frowned
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slightly. “Thought I could defend my stone.” He laughed,
then coughed, and a small trace of blood dripped from his
mouth.

“Go easy,” Storm said. She used her power to warm
the area around him slightly as he shivered.

“Stone?” Hank said to the man. “Is that what Ser-
vice wanted? Another emerald?”

The old nodded, never taking his gaze off of Storm’s
face above him. “Mine, his, and another. All part of one
big stone.”

Storm glanced up at Hank who had a worried look in
his eyes.

Suddenly the old man started coughing. He now
looked at least ninety, and his hair was falling out in
Storm’s lap.

He grabbed Storm’s arm. “Don’t take me off my
land. Please? Promise?”

Storm nodded. “I promise.”

A moment later, Storm could feel him relax.

And then he was dead.

Beside him Rogue stood and sighed.

Storm held the man’s head for a moment, then eased
it off her lap and laid it gently on the wood floor. Then
she too stood, taking a deep breath.

“Didn’t make it, huh?” Wolverine asked from the
front steps.

“Did you find anything?” Storm said, turning to face
her team.

‘ ’Copter landed down the valley,” Logan said, “an’
Service hot-footed it up here. Then he went to a stump
near the edge of the slope back there. Somethin’ was hid-
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den in there, somethin’ that had a nasty scent, but it’s
gone now.”

“ Another emerald,” Hank said.

“Great.”

“Hank,” Storm said, “go back to the plane and in-
form Cyclops what has happened here. Then bring back
two shovels. We need to bury this poor man.”

“1’'m not sure that’s going to be necessary,” Hank
said, indicating the body of the old man. “My guess is
the emerald gave him a very long life.”

Storm was stunned. The old man’s skin had already
collapsed and dried in on the bones. And as she watched
flakes of skin and hair blew away in the slight wind.

“Lordy,” Rogue whispered.

“Inform Cyclops,” Storm repeated.

Hank nodded and headed for the jet.

By the time he returned, the old man’s bones were
turning to dust and being scattered by the wind down his
beloved mountain valley.

Storm’s promise to him had been kept. He had stayed
on his land and become part of it.

And five X-Men swore to themselves to get the man
responsible for this and make sure he paid.

In the beautiful resort community of McCall, Idaho, Ser-
vice barely squeezed aboard his private plane, smashing
part of the galley as he did. After he got settled on the
even-smaller couch, he punched the intercom button.
“ Get this plane in the air. And file a flight plan for Miami,
Florida.”
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“Yes, sir.”

Two minutes later, the private jet cleared the tops of
the pine trees near the end of the runway and turned east,
climbing into the clear blue summer sky.

Service wasn’t paying any attention to the beautiful
lakes and mountains below him. He simple sat on the
couch and held up the two emeralds, turning them, study-
ing them. After a moment he figured out how they fit
together.

“QOne piece missing,” he said to himself as he stared
at the emeralds. “Just one. And that soon will be mine.”

Then he laughed again.
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he attic area above Toole’s office had become like an

oven as the day went on. Remy was dripping sweat

into the insulation above the ceiling tiles and the dust

was sticking to him like gray paste. His hair was matted
down over his headband and even the playing cards in the
pocket of his duster felt damp and limp.

But like any good thief, he was a master at waiting.
Didn’t matter the conditions, he hated it. His normal in-
clination was to barge in fighting.

Fighting was easier. And quicker.

The outcome was determined almost at once.

Waiting was hard. But sometimes a good thief had to
wait. And Remy was a good thief, maybe even the best
there ever had been. And in this instance, waiting for
Bella to return was the correct thing to do.

Above, he could hear the pacing of Toole’s guards
on the roof. Below, Toole and his thin assistant had come
and gone from the office a number of times, but nothing
Toole said indicated a change in the situation. Something
was coming after Toole. Something he feared so much
that he was willing to make a deal with the devil herself.

So Remy had waited. At times he could barely con-
tain his desire to just drop into the room below and kick
a few doors down.

But then the need for more information about Toole
kept him in his spot.

And the need to wait for the return of Bella.

He waited and sweated and watched and listened.
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Then around dinner time, things changed.

The door below slammed open and Toole stormed
around behind his desk, sitting down hard in his big
leather chair.

“Where is she?” Toole asked his assistant. “Who-
ever is coming after me is getting closer. And he’s
stronger. | can feel it. He’s much stronger.”

“She’s left her people,” his assistant said, obviously
trying to calm his boss. “And more of them have arrived
and taken up positions. They’re guarding the building be-
side our men. No one can get in.”

Remy didn’t like the sound of that. Bella was up to
something and chances were it wasn’t a partnership with
Toole.

*“She had better not leave me out to dry,” Toole said,
sneering at his assistant.

“She won’t,” the assistant said.

“And you are correct,” Bella said, her voice coming
clearly to Remy’s ears, even though she hadn’t stepped in
front of the desk to face Toole.

“Thank God,” Toole said, standing to face Bella,
who moved to face him. “I’m in great danger. Just since
we last talked the force is close.”

Remy’s breath caught again in his chest. Here, right
below him, was his wife, the woman he had loved more
than any other. Yet she didn’t remember her love for him.
And now she had sworn to kill him if he ever returned to
New Orleans. How surprised she would be to know her
husband was above her at that very moment.

“1’ve thought about your offer,” she said to Toole,
coming right to the point.
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“Yes?” Toole asked, the eagerness in his voice far
too obvious.

“But first,” Bella said, “1 need to have three ques-
tions answered to iny satisfaction.”

Toole shrugged. “I’ll do my best.”

“First,” Bella said. “The ghost sentries you employ
around the Quarter. How is that done?”

Toole laughed and moved over to a picture on the
wall. With a flick, he tapped a hidden switch and the wall
slid back revealing a bank of screens and a half-dozen
keyboards.

“Holographic projections,” he said. “Hidden projec-
tors in thirty places around the Quarter. We can project
sound like voices and record at the same time.”

Remy nodded. As he had figured. Nothing more than
a security trick. A good one, for sure. It had kept Bella
and her people as confused as it had Remy.

Toole tapped at a keyboard and then indicated a mon-
itor. “For example, this person was asking questions
about me the other night outside of the Bijou and we
tracked him until he caught us.”

“What?” Bella said, stepping toward the screen, the
obvious surprise clear in her voice. “Idiot! Do you know
who that is you tracked?”

Toole stared at her and even Remy could tell his jaw
was open at being called an idiot by Bella.

“That,” Bella said, pointing at the screen, “is Remy
LeBeau. A thief.”

Remy barely managed to not laugh. Figures that
Toole would show her that tape. So, she was as afraid of
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him as he was of her. Good. Always nice in a marriage
to have such mutual respect.

Toole shrugged. “ So?”

Bella snapped around to the assassin behind her.
“Have the building searched,” she said. “ Quickly.”

Remy glanced around at the attic space. There was a
small area up under a part of the rafters in the roof where
he could hide just fine. But for the moment he was reluc-
tant to move away from his spy post. Besides, it would
take them a few minutes to find the utility tunnels and
this attic space.

“Okay,” Toole said, “what’s your second ques-
tion?”

“You said you’re afraid of someone coming after
you.”

“Very,” Toole said.

Bella nodded. “So what are you hiding that you’re
afraid to lose?”

Toole stared at her for a moment. Remy could re-
member what it was like to stare at Bella. He had done it
often when they were together. But now, for Toole, star-
ing at the head of the Assassins Guild must be a com-
pletely different matter.

“Nothing,” he said after just one beat too long to
make it convincing. ‘“Whoever is coming, is coming for
me.”

Remy didn’t believe him and neither did Bella, Remy
was sure.

“Okay,” Bella said, turning and moving a half-step
to the assassin standing behind her. “Forget my third
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question. I’ve thought about your offer and 1have an an-
swer for you.”

As fast as a snake she took the sword of the assassin
and swung around, cutting Toole’s head cleanly off his
body.

His blood spurted as his head went one direction and
a moment later his body slumped to the floor.

Remy was slightly stunned. He had never expected
Bella to join in a partnership with anyone, but the sud-
denness of her answer surprised even him. Oh, well. So
much for his “little talk” with Toole about the customs
of the old ways. It seems that Bella had given him a fine,
and final, lesson.

Bella turned to the stunned Kyle. “Unless you and
the rest of Toole’s men would like to end up exactly like
your boss, | would suggest you get as far away from this
building as you can, as quickly as you can.”

Remy could tell that Kyle didn’t need any convincing.
He nodded, swallowed hard, then backed quickly toward
the door. At the door he turned and ran.

“ Get everyone into positions,” she said to the assas-
sin she had borrowed the sword from. “l want whoever
is coming after our Mr. Toole here to walk into what
seems to be a deserted warehouse. And no one moves
until I say. Understand?”

The assassin nodded and left the room.

Bella kicked Toole’s head out of her way, then went
over to the wall of monitors. “Well, well, dear LeBeau,”
she said, looking at the screen. “You’re in town. We just
may meet again.”

Remy shook his head as Bella turned and left Toole’s
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office. If she only knew how close they really were.

He moved silently up and into the hiding place in the
rafters.

One minute later an assassin moved quietly past
where he had been.

Again, Remy went back to waiting. And this time he
had no real idea what he was waiting for. He just knew
that he and Bella waited for the same thing.

Whatever it was.

Scott landed the Blackbird next to the Raven in the large
meadow, grateful as always for the craft’s vertical takeoff/
landing capabilities that rendered taxiing unnecessary. He
opened the hatch for the three of them to depart, but only
Jean followed him out. The Juggernaut remained in his
seat, hunched over, quietly growling. Scott had to hope
that Cain wouldn’t suddenly explode.

“What happened?” Scott asked Ororo as the X-Men
gathered in a circle on the hot pavement of the airport.
The only one who didn’t join the circle was Jean, but
Scott could feel she was listening through him.

“We couldn’t find him,” Ororo said. “His jet
dropped off his filed flight path.”

“Does he know he is being followed?” Bishop asked.

Scott shrugged. “Cain knows what direction he’s
gone, so it would seem logical that Service might know
Cain is behind him.”

“So we return to the original plan,” Hank said. “We
use Cain to track him.”
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Ororo glanced at Scott. They were both team leaders,
but for this mission she had been letting him take the lead.
On missions in the past he had followed her lead. Some-
times it just worked that way.

“Storm,” Scott said, finally deciding on the most ob-
vious course of action. “ You, Rogue, and Wolverine take
the Raven and head south, see if you can pick up word
of Service’s plane on the radio. It’s faster even than the
Blackbird, and we’ll have to proceed more slowly in case
Cain forces us to change direction suddenly.”

Ororo nodded.

“You’re assuming, of course, that our Mr. Marko
wants to remain with us,” Hank said. “He’s being un-
characteristically calm.”

“ At the moment he’s using us,” Ororo said. “The
moment he no longer needs us, he’ll be gone.”

“We can only hope,” Hank said, “to find Service
before Cain reaches that point, or Service finds that next
emerald.”

Scott glanced at his watch. “Let’s get going.”

Robert Service stood in the humid afternoon heat of the
New Orleans French Quarter, staring at the old ware-
house. Other than a few people walking on the sidewalk
down the block, and an occasional cab, the entire neigh-
borhood looked deserted and mostly unused.

But Service knew the emerald he needed was in that
warehouse. The third piece that would join with the two
emeralds in his shirt pocket. He had no idea what would
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happen when ail three were together again, but it didn’t
matter. From the moment he’d touched the big emerald
in his father’s room, he’d been driven to find the other
parts.

And now his quest was almost finished.

After leaving Idaho, he’d had his pilots leave their
planned flight path and go south toward Phoenix. Then,
staying away from all commercial flight lines, and staying
below ten thousand feet, they had made it into the south,
at first heading for Miami, but then turning back when
they passed New Orleans. In fact, spotting the emerald in
New Orleans had been much simpler than finding it in the
Idaho wilderness. And once on the ground, a simple cab
ride had gotten him to the right neighborhood.

He glanced around. Nothing. No one watching, no
one moving as far as he could see.

In the back of his mind the red creature was again
getting closer. But it wasn’t here yet. And whoever had
last owned the emerald he was after had died earlier in
the day. Service had felt it like a fleeting thought.

He moved across the street and toward what seemed
to be the front door of the warehouse. He shoved it open,
expecting resistance from a lock, or some sort of latch.

Nothing. The door had been left open.

Inside, the warehouse seemed empty, yet fairly clean.
The air was a good fifteen degrees cooler than outside and
the difference made small beads of sweat form on his
arms and forehead.

He moved inside, strolling toward the back until it
became clear in his head that the emerald was above him.

“Office upstairs, huh?” His voice echoed in the
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empty space as he looked around, searching for a way up.
A staircase against one wall seemed the best, and he
quickly climbed them, finding a short hall and ornate of-
fice at the top. The door to the office was standing wide
open and a decapitated man was sprawled on the expen-
sive carpet, his blood now a dark brown stain covering a
large section of the room.

“Previous owner of the emerald, | presume,” Service
said to the body.

He stood in the middle of the room and turned slowly,
letting the direction of the third emerald show him the
way.

The desk.

He stepped around behind the oak desk, but the di-
rection changed. With a quick check of the drawers, he
knew it wasn’t in the desk.

It was in front of the desk.

Again he moved back around to the desk and the
direction in his head said the emerald was very close. His
mouth was almost watering at the nearness of his goal.

He bent down near the extended front of the desk and
inspected the wood. A clear hidden panel.

Without a thought he smashed his fist into the panel,
shattering the wood into splinters.

A small safe. He grabbed the handle of the safe with
both hands and yanked.

An explosion sent him tumbling backwards, crashing
into the bar. Except for the jarring of the impact, he felt
nothing. No pain, not even shaken.

He quickly checked to make sure the two pieces of
the emerald buttoned inside his shirt pocket remained
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against his skin in his tattered shirt. They were right where
they belonged.

He stood and went back to the now-shattered desk.
The door to the small safe was twisted and he yanked it
off its hinges like tearing a piece of paper. He knew that
he had gotten considerably stronger, but even that sur-
prised him.

Inside the safe was a small leather pouch. He picked
up the pouch and stood.

“I’ll take that,”™ a voice said from behind him.

He turned around to face a beautiful blonde woman
in a purple outfit, flanked by two masked men carrying
ninja-type swords. She stood with her hands on her hips,
no weapon in sight. But from her attitude, it was clear to
Service that she didn’t think she needed a weapon.

He smiled at her. “Do you even know what’s in
here?” He held up the pouch.

“Something our Mr. Toole there,” she gestured to
the body, “was afraid to give up.”

“As he should have been,” Service said.

Holding the pouch carefully out in front of him so
that she could see, he tipped it upside down and let the
emerald slide out onto his bare hand.

The surge of energy, the blinding flash of green light,
surprised even him.

And the feeling of power was so wonderful that all
he could do was laugh.

Logan could smell the assassins hiding in the shadows of
the old warehouse. He moved silently from shadow to
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shadow, working his way forward toward a side door.
Service had gone in there, obviously not knowing he was
walking into a trap.

And Logan wasn’t about to stop him.

Not after following the guy around the entire country
for the last day. As far as Logan was concerned, the am-
bush would do him some good.

An hour before, the Raven had picked up a radio re-
quest for an emergency landing for a private jet coming
in to New Orleans from ldaho. Storm took the Raven
there, radioing the Blackbird to do the same. When Hank
pointed out that they could hardly land their craft in the
middle of Jackson Square, they contacted the Professor.
As it happened, there was, on the outskirts of New Or-
leans, a private airfield run by a young woman named
Kris. She was a member of the underground network of
mutants that the Professor kept in touch with. They could
take in both craft without the difficulties that would arise
if a group of outlaw mutants tried to land at a public
airport.

Once they arrived, it was child’s play for Wolverine
to track Service’s distinct scent to the warehouse.

Rogue and Storm were hanging back around the cor-
ner near a bar, letting him do the initial scouting. Rogue
had tried to contact Gambit on the radio link, but he had
turned his off. Neither Rogue nor Storm were particularly
surprised at that, but it still would have been nice to have
Remy along.

They had managed to then follow Service as he took
a winding cab trip into the French Quarter, finally ending
up in this old warehouse district. Cain and the rest of the
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X-Men team should be landing at the airfield any time
now.

Scott and Ororo had decided that the entire team
should be together when they stopped Service. But as far
as Logan was concerned, the guy would be easy to rail
in. And if he got the chance, he’d do it. And get in an
extra kick or two in reward for the hours crammed up in
that plane.

Suddenly, from the second floor of the warehouse
there was an explosion that rocked the neighborhood.

Logan smiled. Thefun’ beginning.

He moved boldly up to one of the masked guys with
a sword who had been hiding in a small alcove near the
door.

“Y’ hear that?” he asked the guy.

Then, before he could even swing up his big sword,
Logan flattened the assassin with a solid punch square in
the cloth face mask. The guy dropped to the ground like
a bag of flour.

“Been needin’ to do that for days,” he said, growling
at the man slumped on the concrete. “Thanks.”

Two more of the masked men faced off against him
just inside the warehouse door. One smelled of garlic and
needed a bath.

Wolverine charged right at them, ducking their wild
sword swings and pounding his fists into the smelly one,
then kicking the other into a backward flip.

The one who smelled of garlic scrambled to his feet
and again faced Wolverine, sword ready.

“Anyone tell ya that y’ smell, bub?” Wolverine said
as he just walked right at the guy.
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The assassin raised his sword to swing and Wolverine
hit him twice, so fast that the garlic man didn’t even see
the punches coming. The force of Wolverine’s blows sent
the assassin tumbling head over heels across the concrete
floor of the warehouse. His sword clattered on the pave-
ment like an alann going off.

Four more of the masked men with swords stepped
out of the shadows, facing Logan.

“Oh, now we’re gonna have some fun.”

Suddenly there was another explosion above him and
the entire warehouse filled with bright green light.

“This ain’t a good sign,” Logan said, glancing
around to see what had changed. Didn’t look like anything
had. At least not down here. Upstairs might be another
matter.

Two more assassins stepped up to join the other four
taking positions around him.

Six trained Killers against just him. Was this for real
or was he just having a wonderful dream?

Scott, Jean, Hank, and Bishop stood on the concrete taxi-
way where Kris had told them to park. In front of them,
Cain slowly crawled from the Blackbird, finally gaining
his freedom and standing. He did not look happy, but as
far as Scott was concerned, Cain never looked happy.
Scott was just impressed that Cain had stayed in the back
of that plane as long as he had.

The humidity of New Orleans smothered all of them,
a stark contrast from the dry heat of Idaho only a few
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hours earlier. And for most of the long flight from Idaho,
Scott had worried about just this moment.

What would Cain do when they landed? Would Cain
continue to work with them to find Service? Both he and
Jean doubted it, since Cain never really worked with any-
one. If they hadn’t been offering him a ride, he wouldn’t
have even bothered to talk to them yesterday, let alone
ride with them.

So what would Cain do?

Cain glanced at the four X-Men, then said, “What
the hell’re we waitin’ for? We know where he is, let’s get
a move on.”

Then suddenly Cain grabbed his chest and let out a
yell that shook the ground and broke windows in nearby
office buildings.

In less than two seconds the X-Men were beside him.

““Cain?’’ Jean asked, staring up at the pain-filled face
of the Juggernaut. It was a sight Scott had never imagined
he would ever see. Pain and the Juggernaut did not go
together, unless it was the Juggernaut inflicting pain on
someone else.

“He touched the other stone,” Cain said, taking a
deep breath and setting his jaw in a look of determination.
“1’m gonna kill ’im for this.”

Scott turned to Jean. '‘Can you take us to where Ser-
vice and the others are?”

Jean nodded and formed a telekinetic bubble around
the five of them, lifting and speeding them toward the
French Quarter. Below them Scott could see the miles of
distance between the airfield and the city. Above, he saw
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Jean’s face furrow with the strain of lifting the Jugger-
naut’s tremendous weight. But she could handle it.

She had to. They were about to meet their foe face
to face.
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narrow walkway over Toole’s office ceiling. Dust

drifted down on him like someone had broken a bag

of gray flour ten feet over his head. Twice he wanted to
cough, but had managed to swallow it.

Below him he watched the huge man stand up after
getting the explosion right in the face. He seemed to be
unhurt and not much bothered by what would have killed
any normal man. No wonder Toole had been so afraid of
him.

The big man moved back to the safe and then ripped
the door off the hinges, reaching in and pulling out the
leather bag that Remy had seen Toole pull out earlier. The
emerald in it must be something really special if it was
getting this much attention.

“I’Il take that.”

Bella!

Remy eased forward slightly so that he could see
where she was standing, facing the large man. She was
flanked by two of her assassins, both with swords at the
ready. She had no weapon in her hand.

The large man turned around to face her, then smiled.
“Do you even know what’s in here?” He held up the
pouch for Bella to see.

“Something our Mr. Toole there,” she gestured at the
man she’d killed earlier, “was afraid to give up.”

“ As he should have been,” Service said.

Holding the pouch carefully out in front of him so

The first explosion rocked Remy as he lay on the thin,
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that she could see, he tipped it upside down and let the
emerald slide out onto his bare hand.

What happened next was not what Remy had ex-
pected.

The room exploded, as if another bomb had been set
off.

Remy held his balance on the board as it bounced and
shook, then he quickly went back to watching what was
happening below him.

Bella and her two guards had been blown back
against the wall. They looked stunned, but alive.

A bright green light radiated out from the large man
like he’d suddenly been turned into a huge, powerful spot-
light.

And as Remy watched the man got even larger,
slowly taking on the proportions of—

Suddenly Remy understood what he was witnessing.

The birth of a second Juggernaut.

The emerald was like Cain Marko’s ruby.

Two Juggernauts in the world. Not good.

Not good at all.

Where were his X-Men teammates when he needed
them?

Finally the green glow stopped.

The man stood at least seven feet tall, his head brush-
ing the high ceiling just below where Remy crouched. His
muscles were huge and his clothes hung off him in tatters.
The emerald was a gigantic, glowing jewel in the center
of his chest, attached there by a force Remy could only
guess at.

Suddenly the building shook and again dust rained
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down on Remy as the behemoth started to laugh, flexing
his muscles, staring at his own hands and arms.

One of Bella’s assassins swung a big sword at the
laughing giant, but the blade just bounced off him.

Without missing a laugh, the man flicked the assassin
away, knocking him clear through the wall and into the
next small office.

And that seemed even funnier to the man, so he
laughed even harder.

Bella, along with the other assassin, did the smart
thing. They got out of there, ducking through the door
while their opponent was still in a good mood.

Remy had no doubt that was the last time he was
going to see her anywhere near this new Juggernaut.
Fighting straight up, something as big as this man had
become, was not her Guild’s style.

Another time, Bella, Remy thought as his wife dis-
appeared toward the stairs.

On the main floor of the warehouse, between laughs
from below, Remy could hear fighting breaking out. He
had no idea what was going on down there. Maybe some
of Toole’s men were too stupid to run and were attacking
the assassins. The assassins would make quick work of
them.

Remy scrambled quickly to his feet, then aiming at a
panel near the door below, he dropped through, crashing
to the floor of the office and tumbling once toward the
door leading to the stairs.

He came up on one knee, facing the huge man with
the tattered clothes, the emerald in his chest, and the
hearty laugh. From this angle, Remy was now sure that
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he was as large as the Juggernaut. Not good.

Not good at all.

““Where did you come from?’’ the man said, his voice
booming so loud it smashed the last remaining monitor
on Toole’s ghost setup.

“From your worst nightmare, mon ami." Gambit
quickly charged two cards and in rapid succession flicked
them at the behemoth. He wasn’t sure how effective they
would be, but he had to at least give it a try.

The explosions rocked the building, and made the
man pause for a moment, before taking another breath and
continuing to laugh.

But nothing else.

The explosions hadn’t even staggered him.

Not good.

This was not good at all.

Wolverine kicked hard at two of the assassins surrounding
him, sending both tumbling backward over the concrete
as a dozen more assassins swarmed down the stairs from
the second floor, led by a beautiful woman in purple.

Behind them, from the second floor, someone was
laughing really, really loud. An annoying laugh that al-
most broke into Wolverine’s good mood.

Almost, but not quite.

He spun and interrupted another assassin’s sword with
a sharp punch to the guy’s face. He could feel his nose
snap. Blood instantly flooded the inside of the assassin’s
cloth mask, soaking it, and dripping down the front of his
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chest. He stood there for a second in what seemed to be
a frozen shock, then slumped to the floor.

Again the laughing from upstairs rolled through the
warehouse like thunder on a hot summer day.

“Someone’s havin’ more fun than me,” Logan said,
growling at the ceiling.

Behind him Storm and Rogue arrived.

Around him, out of the shadows, dozens and dozens
more assassins swarmed at him.

Rogue immediately went to work on the masked fig-
ures, sending them flying in all directions.

Storm spun up a small tornado and took out four
more, smashing them back into the wall, leaving them
there, stunned and without swords.

Wolverine, between slashes with his claws at the
sword arm of one assassin, and kicking another in the gut,
saw the woman in purple, flanked by two of her troops,
slip out the back door toward the river.

“The boss lady just cut outta here,” Wolverine
shouted to Storm. “Want me t’go after her?”

“Qur primary concern is Service,” Storm said as she
struck two of the assassins’ swords with lightning, charg-
ing them enough to force them to drop the weapons. That
set them up for Rogue.

“Just thought I’d ask,” Wolverine said. Then with
three quick slashes, he cut down three of the assassins as
above him two more quick explosions rocked the build-
ing.

“A real war zone,” he shouted to Rogue, who only
nodded as she snapped the heads of two assassins to-
gether.
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Down the stairs near the door Gambit bounded, taking
the stairs three at a time. About halfway down Gambit
dove and rolled, coming up behind a large cement pillar.
Then, with three quick flicks of the wrist, he sent a card
sailing back up the stairs. Those cards of his were more
powerful than hand grenades, and about a million times
more accurate.

Three more explosions rocked the building.

More laughter filled the warehouse.

“Remy!” Rogue shouted with a mixture of elation
and concern.

“‘Joinin’ the fun, bub?’” Wolverine asked as he dove
in beside Gambit to avoid the flying wood and concrete
from above.

The Cajun actually looked suiprised. “What are
you—"’

At that moment Wolverine glanced up at the huge,
almost naked figure of a giant coming down what was left
of the stairs. This, he thought, has gotta be Robert Service.

Gambit charged a large chunk of wood and tossed it
at the giant as Service reached the bottom of the stairs.

Wolverine ducked behind the pillar with Gambit just
as the explosion rocked the warehouse. This one actually
made the big guy take a step backward. Then he stopped,
glanced down at the tattered remains of his clothes, and
laughed again.

“ Annoying, ain’t he?” Wolverine said.

Service cut off his laugh and started toward Gambit
and Wolverine.

Both of them stood, side by side, ready to fight. Wol-
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verine had his claws out, Gambit had cards charged and
ready to toss.

Wolverine was ready for this fight. Service had been
the reason for that long trip around the country. Now he
was going to pay the price.

And as far as Wolverine was concerned, the fare
wasn’t going to be cheap.

Suddenly the two of them were picked up and wisked
almost instantly back across the warehouse floor by
Rogue.

She sat them both down. *Sorry, Storm’s orders.”
Then she smiled at Gambit. “Hi there, sugar.”

“Good t’see you, p ’tite,” Gambit said, smiling back
at her.

Behind them Service laughed and started toward
them.

“You two lovebirds mind?” Wolverine said. “We
got a fight to finish.” He stepped over the body of an
assassin to meet Service head on. No matter what the size,
he wasn’t afraid of anything.

“Wolverine,” Ororo’s voice cut through the ware-
house. “We work together on this.”

Logan stopped, growled, then nodded, staring down
the approaching giant. After being cramped up in that tin
can for so long, this was what he was spoiling for. But
Ororo was right. This was a teamwork situation all the
way.

Beside him Gambit stepped forward and stood his
ground beside Wolverine.

Storm moved to the far right.
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Rogue went left, staying beside Gambit.
Wolverine let his claws snap outward, then smiled at
the approaching giant.

Explosions were rocking the warehouse as Jean released
the telekinetic bubble around the four X-Men and the
Juggernaut just outside the door. Scott went through the
door first, ducking left, as Bishop came in behind him,
going right.

The warehouse looked as if the fight had been going
on for some time. Bodies of masked figures were scattered
around the concrete floor. Some still had swords in their
hands, others didn’t. From what Scott could tell, they were
members of the Assassins Guild. But what that guild had
been doing here was anyone’s guess at the moment.

Wolverine, Rogue, and Storm had been joined by
Gambit and were in the process of facing down the huge
Robert Service. There was no doubt that now he was as
large as the Juggernaut, and the emerald had attached to
him and was glowing from his chest.

In the past the team hadn’t had a great deal of luck
beating the Juggernaut, but they had managed to stop him
at times. And the way Scott figured it, Service wasn’t as
experienced a fighter as Cain, and was still new to the
pOWers.

And he wasn’t protected from Jean’s powers by a hel-
met like Cain wore.

So maybe they had a chance.

“Now,” Storm shouted to her team.

Wolverine and Gambit charged. Gambit threw a half-
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dozen cards in quick succession right at Service’s bare
chest.

At the exact same moment Storm hit him with a full
bolt of lightening.

Instantly, it seemed, Rogue and Wolverine were at
Service’s feet, snapping them out from under the behe-
moth, sending him over backward with a huge, earth-
shuddering crash that smashed the concrete under him.

“Phoenix!” Scott shouted. “Can you get through?”
He hoped that she could use her telepathy on Service and
bring him in under their control.

Jean was standing, concentrating, shaking her head.
She glanced at Scott. 1The two jewels are connected in
some fashion,” she said. “It’s creating a nasty psychic
interference. | can’t break through it.”

Scott frowned. “All right, we’ll try a more direct ap-
proach.”

With Jean at his side he stepped forward and fired at
Service, carefully adding his optic blasts into the fight,
making sure he didn’t hit any of his teammates.

And for the moment it looked like they actually might
beat Service.

Then, like a monster raising up out of the ocean in a
late-night B-movie, Service stood up.

With a swat he sent Wolverine sailing through the air
and squarely into Bishop. Then both of them smashed into
a cement support pillar. The impact would have killed any
normal human, but Wolverine was back up almost in-
stantly and headed once more for the fight.

Bishop was a little slower getting back to his feet.

Service took Rogue’s grip on his leg and bent back
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her hand until she let go, then shoved her so hard that she
went through the roof. A block later she managed to get
control and return.

Service then gut-punched the Beast off his back,
turned and hit the returning Wolverine so hard it smashed
him through the roof. The Beast skidded across the pave-
ment for a short distance before snapping himself up and
around. Bishop tried to help Beast, but a backhand by
Service sent him flying again. The blow knocked him
completely senseless and by the time he came to, the fight
was over.

Service ignored Scott’s blast and Storm’s bolts, walk-
ing right at them, forcing Scott to back up and finally
move aside.

Wolverine came back for a third time and hit him
again, full in the head, claws slashing.

Service again just flicked Wolverine away, this time
sending him through a wall and out into the street.

Gambit picked up a large chunk of concrete, charged
it, and tossed it directly into Service’s chest.

The explosion blew out one wall of the building and
shattered windows across the street. Jean barely got a bub-
ble around herself, Ororo, and Scott to protect them from
the blast.

But Service seemed completely unfazed. Scott was
amazed. So soon after getting the gem Service seemed as
powerful as the Juggernaut.

Ororo then tried one more trick. As Service stepped
past Scott, she covered him with a quick cloudburst, then
froze the water instantly on him and around his feet.
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That stopped him for all of two heartbeats. Then the
ice on him cracked.

After that, he clapped his hands.

The impact resulted in a shockwave that sent the X-
Men flying.

As the mutants tried to pull themselves together, Ser-
vice stomped one huge foot down on the floor. The ceiling
came crashing down around them.

Then the world went black around Scott Summers.

The pain in Cain’s chest felt like it used to feel when his
dad hit him hard, with the belt. In all his years as the
Juggernaut, he couldn’t remember pain like this.

As a kid, he couldn’t get away from the pain. His
father’s belt was like a constant reminder. But as the Jug-
gernaut, he’d escaped the pain. And no one could push
him around. Now, suddenly, the pain was back.

And he felt trapped with it.

So, as he did when he was a kid, stuck with his father
and that weakling stepbrother Charles, he got angry.

Angry at being trapped with the pain.

Angry at the pain.

And even angrier at the cause.

Service had taken out the X-wimps before Cain even
had a chance to get near him.

Which suited Cain fine. It meant Cain had Service to
himself. “1°’m gonna kill you now,” he said.

Service just laughed.

Cain hated being laughed at. Nobody laughed at the
Juggernaut.
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He started to walk forward. The floor planks strained
under his weight.

“Funny thing about these warehouses,” Service said.
“They’re very old. And with a very weak structure. Why,
| bet it would take just one impact in the right spot—""

He stomped his right foot onto the already-strained
floor.

Suddenly, Cain felt the ground give out from under
him and he fell.

“Happy landings!” Service called down, then
laughed again.

Cain fell through to a basement, landing on a concrete
floor. He didn’t feel the impact.

He did feel anger.

He started to search for a way out of this basement.
Then he’d find Service.

It didn’t matter how long it took.

And when he did, his green glow would be painted
all ovef'the pavement.

Rogue smashed her way through the rubble of what used
to be the warehouse ceiling before finally reaching day-
light. Whatever this Robert Service guy was like before,
she thought, he was definitely in Juggy’s class now.

She looked around to try to find her teammates. At
first, she saw nothing, but then a red optic blast came
flying upward through the debris. Scott, Hank, and Bishop
climbed up through the hole the blast had made. Seconds
later, several bits of ceiling seemed to move of their own
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accord, which meant Jean was at work. Logan, Jean,
Gambit, and a shaken-looking Ororo surfaced after that.
Rogue remembered Storm’s claustrophobia and shivered.
Being buried alive like that must have been torture for
her.

“‘Everyone all right?’” Scott asked. After various af-
firmative grunts, he asked, “Where’s the Juggernaut?”

Logan said, “He bolted. So’s Service. | got both their
scents. Follow me.”

The Canadian mutant led the team through the streets
of New Orleans—where, Rogue noticed, the pedestrians
barely batted an eyelash at the gaudily dressed super he-
roes, three of whom were flying through the air.

As they moved, they noticed evidence of Service’s
passing: smashed cars, broken lampposts, and the like.

“That ain’t Service,” Wolverine said. “That’s
Marko. He’s followin’ our man.”

“We’re heading back the way we came,” Bishop
said. “Toward the airfield.”

Sure enough, they arrived shortly at the airfield. Ser-
vice’s trail had gone cold, according to Wolverine, but
Juggernaut’s trail led right to the Blackbird. Which sat by
itself.

“Where’s the li’l Shi’ar ship?” Rogue asked.

“Good question,” Scott said, sounding more than a
little testy.

“Mr. Summers!” called a female voice. “ Thank God
you’re back!”

Rogue turned to see a short woman with brown hair
trailing out from under a Twins baseball cap. It was Kris,
the owner of the airfield. She didn’t look like a mutant to
Rogue—nbut then, someone who just met Rogue wouldn’t
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think her to be one, either. She wondered what the young
airfield owner’s powers were.

“Kris, what happened?” Scott asked. “Where’s the
RavenT’

“The Juggernaut stole it.”

Gambit groaned. “Well, ain’t dat jus’ fine?”

Kris shrugged. “He just stomped in, climbed into the
Raven, and took off. We couldn’t stop him.”

“1 hope you didn’t even try,” Scott said.

“How’d the big lug even know how t'fly the thing?”
Rogue asked.

“Fairly easily, actually,” Hank said. “Like the Dan-
ger Room upgrades the Shi’ar provided, the Raven uses a
telepathic interface. Pretty much any idiot can fly it just
by thinking about it. And Cain isn’t just any idiot.”

“*Service probably took off in his own plane and Cain
is following,” Ororo said.

Logan snorted. “Good bet.”

“Then we’d better follow both of them,” Scott said.
“Let’s go, people.”

As one, the X-Men moved toward the Blackbird. As
they went, Rogue wondered how much good it could do.
Robert Service had already beaten the X-Men once, with-
out even working up a sweat. They weren’t likely to do
any better the second time.

Still, they had to try. That’s what being an X-Man
was all about.

Gary Service had just finished looking in on his father, then
had returned to his office, when his private phone rang.
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He had hardly slept at all the night before, and had
only catnapped as the day had progressed, and he’d heard
no word from anyone. It had been one long day.

He’d managed to track Robert’s plane to Idaho, then
back to New Orleans. But he had no idea what was hap-
pening. The old man was alive and looked like he would
be for days, if not weeks or months. So what happened
to Robert was critical to Gary’s plans. And even though
he hated his brother, there was a small part that was wor-
ried about him.

Gary quickly picked up the phone before the second
ring and simply said, “Yes.”

“Gary' Service, please,” a voice said. “This is Hank
McCoy.”

“Yes, Doctor, this is Gary. Any word on Robert?”

“Not good, I’'m afraid,” McCoy said. “Your brother
managed to find the other parts of the emerald.”

“QOther parts?” Gary asked, shocked. “ So that’s what
he was looking for. What did the gems do to him when
he touched them?”

“Remember the picture of the Juggernaut you
found?” McCoy asked.

“He’s like that?” Gary asked, even more shocked.
The Juggernaut, from all the accounts, was an unstoppable
force. There would be no fighting Robert if he got like
that.

“I'm afraid so,” McCoy said. “And he’s heading
back your way right now. His ETA is about three hours.”

“What?” Gary couldn’t keep his voice from shouting
into the phone.

“Our plane is faster, so we should be arriving shortly
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before he does.” McCoy hesitated. “And Gary—he’s
killed at least one person that we know of.”

“You can beat him, though, right?” Gary asked, the
hope again gaining strength.

“We don’t know yet,” McCoy said. “But we need
to do something before the Juggernaut catches up to him.
He’s between us and your brother.”

“Oh,” Gary said. Now his head really was spinning.

““My suggestion is for you and your father to not be
there when we arrive.”

“1think,” Gary said, “that | will take that suggestion.
Thanks.”

“Good luck,” McCoy said and hung up.

Gary dropped the phone back in its cradle, then
leaned back, forcing himself to take deep breaths. Robert
had turned into another Juggernaut.

He had killed a man.

And he would be home within hours.

Gary pounded his fist on his desk. What was he going
to do? It felt as if the end of the world was at hand. All
his years of planning, of gaining control of his father’s
estate, would be wasted. His dream of using all of his
father’s dirty money to give to charities would be lost.

Lost in one day. All because of a stupid emerald.

Robert would kill him when he learned what he had
done, or at least force their father to sign it all back over
to Robert. If Robert really was the size of the Juggernaut,
there would be no fighting him.

Then suddenly Gary laughed. Wait, you idiot, he said
to himself. Robert killed a man. 1f he can be reverted back
to a regular human, he will spend the next twenty-years-
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to-life in prison. And Gary would be free to give away
the old man’s money as he pleased. Maybe this dark cloud
had the old silver lining after all. If Robert could be
stopped.

But not even the Beast was sure he and his people
could stop him.

Gary suddenly had a clear plan, as if it had been there
all along. He had three hours, which gave Gary barely
enough time to get everything fixed. Maybe, just maybe,
this might turn out to be all right. If he was lucky, and
could prepare fast enough.

Gary quickly stood and headed back for his father’s
room. As always, the smell of rotting flesh greeted him
twenty paces from the door.

Gary smiled at the nurse who was sitting near the
door of the room, reading. “We’ve got a problem,” he
said. “We’ve got to move my father out of the house as
quickly as possible. Anywhere away from here will be
fine.”

The nurse, a large woman with thick, solid arms,
frowned, then said, “ Andreassi Memorial Hospital’s clos-
est.”

“Good. Call for an ambulance.”

She reached for the phone while Gary moved over
beside his father, who slept fitfully.

“Father?” Gary said aloud. “1’'m afraid we’ve got to
move you to a new location. Before Robert returns.”

The old man slept on, half snoring, half choking.

Gary stared at the rotting face of his father. The man’s
sickness had been appropriate for the way he had lived.
Maybe he should just leave him for Robert. But still, the
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man was Gary’s father and Gary had to protect the
changes in the will, just in case Robert couldn’t be beaten.
He wondered if there was a jail cell that could hold Rob-
ert, if he was the size of the Juggernaut.

“Sorry, Father,” Gary said. “But we’ve got to be
going.” He nudged the old man gently under the sheet.

The nurse talked quietly for a moment on the phone,
then hung up and turned to face Gary. “They’re sending
an ambulance. It will be here in ten minutes.”

“Good.” Gary looked at the rotting skin on his father.
Gary felt bad having to move him, yet it had to be done.

“Father,” Gary said, a little louder. “Time to wake

up.

Suddenly his father coughed, then sighed.

And stopped breathing. Just like that.

The heart-monitoring machine screamed into a long,
high-pitched call of alert.

“1 just tried to wake him,” Gary said, more for him-
self than the nurse.

She moved over beside the bed and did a quick check,
then reached over and turned off the machine. *Nothing
you did,” she said. *It was just his time.”

Gary nodded.

He stood for a moment, staring at his father’s body.
Having the old man gone was such a relief. Gary almost
felt embarrassed that he was feeling that way standing
over the man’s death bed. Almost.

Now Gary just had Robert to deal with.

He turned to the nurse. “Cancel the ambulance.”

The nurse nodded and smiled. “I’ll take care of get-
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ting your father’s body to the funeral home and getting
this room cleaned up a little.”

“Thank you,” Gary said. “| appreciate it.” He turned
and headed back to his office. He had a lot of people to
inform, business transactions to complete in only a few
short hours.

And he had a few other calls to make. If the super
heroes couldn’t handle Robert alone, maybe he could help
a little. Now that he had the money.

Then, after Robert was locked away in jail, Gary
would start giving his family money away. Slowly, but
surely. Every last cent of it. It would be the least he could
to repay the world for his father’s greed.

And the sins of his brother.
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utside the Xavier Institute for Higher Learning, the
sun was starting to set, and the air remained thick,
hot, and humid. In the cooler interior of the man-

sion’s study, Professor Xavier hovered in his floating chair

near the door and reached out telepathically to the X-Men
as they winged their way northward in the Blackbird.

The most palpable sense was fatigue and discourage-
ment. They had hauled Cain around the country trying to
catch Robert Service. And they failed to do so before
Service killed one man and was transformed into another
Juggernaut-like creature. Then Service had beaten them
rather soundly in a fight. Xavier sensed failure and frus-
tration hanging heavy in the Blackbird. It was not a feel-
ing these X-Men were used to.

As Phoenix brought him up to date telepathically—
including Gambit’s own adventure with Wingate Toole,
the Assassin’s Guild, and Service—the Professor shud-
dered. Service had killed the man in Idaho in cold blood,
and probably would have done the same to Toole had the
Guild not beaten him to it. Cain Marko having the power
of the Juggernaut was bad enough, but Cain was basically
a bully and a thief. Service was an order of magnitude
Worse.

He had to be stopped.

So for now the question was how to handle Service.
And the Professor needed his team thinking, not of the
failure of the last day, but of the future.

There was also another factor he feared: What would
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be the results when the two jewels were together?
Touched by the same person? He had a few theories, and
none of them were good.

The Juggernaut’s and Service’s power came through
the jewels from the bands of Cyttorak. It was as if the
jewels were funnels, focusing the power of Cyttorak into
this world. But if the jewels were together, controlled by
only one person, there would be no telling what kind of
destructive force could come through into this world.

The Professor closed his eyes and relaxed, using his
own mutant abilities to send out mental probes that would
allow him to mindlink with his students. Instantly, he felt
the presence of all seven X-Men, as if they were in the
study with him.

Cyclops was the first to “speak.” Do you have any
recommendations as to how we should proceed, Profes-
sor?

“In fact, |1 do, Scott. For one thing, | believe we
should concentrate on doing everything in our power to
keep Cain and Service apart.”

Why? Rogue said. Seems the two of them beating on
each other might be the best solution.

““Perhaps. But | fear the consequences of the two jew-
els coming together.”

As do /, Hank said. Those jewels are basically win-
dows into another dimension. We don’t want that window
opened any farther than it already is.

“We can’t afford to take the chance,” the Professor
said, “if we can stop it.”

He felt the impact of his words on his team. The
entire group seemed to stiffen, sit up straighter at the chal-
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lenge. They were tired, hungry, and beat-up. But the na-
ture of who they were always brought them up for the
good fight.

We have two advantages, Scott said. We know where
Service is headed, and the Blackbird is faster than his
plane. We can arrive at the estate ahead ofhim. The other
advantage is that Cain doesn’t know where to go. All he
can do isfollow where the ruby tells him, but that isn’t
precise. It should buy us some time.

The Professor nodded. ‘I agree, that is the best course
of action. Cain’s delay in arriving should give us time to
find a way to revert Robert Service to his former self.”

Wolverine laughed. We aint had much luck doin’
that to Marko.

“No,” the Professor said, keeping his voice from
showing the disappointment he felt over that very subject.
“‘But Robert Service has one weakness that Cain does not
have.”

The stone, Hank said, already clearly following what
the Professor was saying.

“Exactly,” the Professor said. “The emerald was in
three pieces and did not initially attach itself to him.
Cain’s ruby was always intact. We need to return the em-
erald to its broken state.”

We have considerable power at our disposal, Storm
pointed out. Perhaps if wefocus our energies in one blast
on the emerald, we can shatter it.

| can work on him telepathically, too, Jean added.

doesn’t have the protection Cain has—no helmet. But
Cain’s presence will ruin that. Once the ruby gets loo
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close to the emerald, the psychic interference is too much
for me to overcome.
“It’s a start,” the Professor. *“Godspeed, my X-
Men.” '
Charles Xavier sat once again alone in his library, and
he worried. Even with the Blackbird's speed, it would be
at least an hour before they reached the Service estate.
This break would also allow him to do some research into
this problem. And right now it just might be any little
detail that would spell the difference between success.
And unthinkable failure.

On the Blackbird, Rogue looked over at Remy. He looked
like hell. He had taken a moment at the airfield to wash
the worst of the dust off his face and purchase a fresh
deck of cards from Kris—the old set had gotten moldy—
but his duster and costume still were almost caked with
dust.

But weirdest of all was the smile Remy had on his
face. Where the other X-Men looked tired, or had ex-
pressions of grim determination, only Gambit looked
pleased.

“Sugar, you sure do look happy for someone who
just got his butt whupped.”

“Cherie, ’s far as oI’ Remy is concerned, it’s mission
accomplished. De rest is jus’ cleanup.”

“Cleanup? How you figure that? We still got us two
Juggernauts t’deal with.”

Remy laughed. “1 went back home ’cause t’ings was
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goin’ wrong. Well, de cause o’ dat was Wingate Toole,
and il est mort. And de source o’ his power is takin’ up
residence in M sieu Service’s chest. So t’ings should be
goin’ back to normal.”

Rogue shook her head. “If y’can call Thieves Guilds
an’ Assassins Guilds normal.”

“Well, as normal as dey get in N’awlins, anyhow,”
Remy said with another laugh.

“1’'m jus’ glad you’re okay. Even if you do look like
a human dust bunny. Do me a favor, don’t go harin’ off
to a place where they wantcha dead by yourself again,
okay?”

“It’s a deal, p tite. It’s a deal.”

Cain sat in the tiny chair at the front of the Raven. He
wondered where his stepbrother got his hands on a ship
like this. Probably that alien chick he was sweet on. She’d
rebuilt the mansion for him when it had been destroyed,
so it figured that she’d give him ships like this one.

Cain liked it. All he had to do was think a direction,
and it went. Sweet. Real sweet.

He’d been flying northeast toward New York. Sum-
mers had mentioned that Service’s estate was in central
New York, and he could feel himself getting closer to
Service the closer he got to that state.

Perfect.

Soon the pain would be gone. Cain was going to en-
joy this.
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It was shortly after one in the afternoon when Scott
brought the Blackbird into a soft landing on the edge of
the Service estate private runway.

This time no one came out of the shadows to greet
them. Scott sincerely hoped that Gary Service had taken
his advice and left. Service’s little brother in the middle
of the fight was the last thing they needed to worry about
at this point.

Beside him, Scott could feel that Jean really didn’t
want to be back here. Their last experience with the dying
old man had not been pleasant. Scott didn’t want to be
here, either.

“Don’t think about it,” Scott said, grinning at her
and patting her hand.

“Easy for you to say,” she said, smiling back. In his
mind the words, | love you, formed.

“We gonna sit here all day?” Wolverine asked.

“Sorry,” Scott said. He released the side door, letting
in a wave of humid, hot air.

One by one, the eight X-Men exited the plane. Wol-
verine lead the way through the heat toward the large
main mansion.

As they got closer Wolverine stopped and sniffed the
air. “Smells like something died in here.”

“You might say that,” Scott said.

Around them nothing was moving. On this hot, sum-
mer afternoon, even the birds seemed to have found a
place to hide.

“Anyone inside?” Scott asked Jean.

She shook her head no. “Totally empty, from what |
can tell.”
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“How long until Robert Service arrives?” Bishop
asked, staring at the building, then scanning the grounds.

“From what we can figure,” Scott said, “within the
hour.”

Jean nodded and focused off into the distance while
Scott glanced around. ‘“We should set up out here to make
our stand.”

Bishop spoke up. ““With respect, Cyclops, | disagree.
We should take the battle inside.”

“Inside?” Scott asked, surprised at Bishop’s sugges-
tion.

“Explain,” Storm said.

“Since Sendee owns this building, he might hold
back on damaging his own property. Also, inside, his in-
creased size will put him at a disadvantage in movement
in the comparatively cramped indoors. Plus, we can use
the natural lay of the rooms to our advantage.”

Scott nodded, and looked to Storm, who did likewise.
His natural inclination would be to stay outside, but this
time Bishop’s logic sounded right. Still, he didn’t want to
put all the eggs in one basket.

“Storm, take Gambit and the Beast and guard the
front of the house. The rest of us will guard the rear. If
Service arrives first, we go back to the main plan and
attack the emerald on his chest with everything we can
throw at him. If we break that thing off him, all our prob-
lems are solved.”

“And Cain’s also,” Hank said.

““If Cain arrives first, we shall endeavor to keep him
away from Service, at least until the emerald is de-
stroyed,” Storm said.

Scott nodded. “Good. Inside, then.”
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ert Service’s plane landed at the family estate’s per-

he red creature felt very close, but still south, as Rob-
Tsonal runway. Another jet sat to one side of the

runway. The same one that had been in New Orleans.

Somehow it had gotten here before him. More than likely
it belonged to those annoying mutants he’d crushed in the
warehouse. Didn’t matter to him one way or another. He’d
just flick them away like flies, then get to business.

He taxied the plane inside the hangar and squeezed
out, managing to not damage the plane too much.

The first order of business was his dear old father.
His fondest hope was that at the sight of his new size, his
father would have a heart attack and die. That would make
the day perfect. Otherwise Robert would just have to kill
the old man. Not anywhere near as much fun as scaring
him to death.

Then Gary would most likely run away, to never re-
turn and that would make it even better. Could he be that
fortunate? Could he scare his father to death and have his
younger brother disappear, all on the same day? Over the
last two days he’d been very, very lucky, so the chances
were good.

Very good.

He laughed and his laugh echoed through the trees of
the estate on the hot, summer afternoon. It felt good to be
home.

He went around the side of the hangar and headed for
the house, going in the back way. He cut through the
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kitchen and into the large dining and formal living room
area. The picture windows were open, an attempt to al-
leviate the awful stench of his dear father’s disease, which
permeated the whole house.

The room was huge. There were many times his fa-
ther had entertained fifty people here. How small the place
seemed now. What had once felt like a gymnasium-sized
area now seemed small and cramped. And he had to duck
to get through every door.

Near the dining room table stood two of those mu-
tants he’d been fighting in New Orleans. One had a single-
visor lens over his eyes and the other wore a skintight
yellow and blue outfit, with long red hair streaming down
over her shoulders.

“You people,” Service said, “should really learn to
mind your own business. Now get out of my house.” His
voice shook the room and a picture dropped off of one
wall.

“Don’t think so, bub,” a feral-looking man in yellow
and blue said as he moved around the dining table to come
in from Service’s right. Behind him was a huge black man
with an “M” tattooed on his face.

In the doorway beside the woman with red hair, an-
other woman entered with a green and yellow body suit
on, with a brown flight jacket over it. A white streak ran
down the center of her brown hair.

Then a black woman literally flew in through the open
window. She wore a silver-black bodysuit and had strik-
ing white hair flowing down over her shoulders.

“Ready?” the man with the glasses asked.

“For what?” Service said. “I said get out of my
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house and I’m not going to warn you again. What | did
to you in New Orleans will seem like child’s play.”

“Ready,” all three women said.

“Now.”

A red bolt of energy shot out from the visor and hit
Service square in the chest.

Service staggered more from surprise than anything,
then stood his ground, feeling the energy flow into his
body.

Lightning shot out from the black woman, also strik-
ing him in the chest.

More energy flowed into his emerald and then into
his body.

Again he staggered, but held firm, staring at his at-
tackers. They would not even move him. He would show
them.

The woman with the red hair strained, as if her efforts
were taking their toll.

Inside his head Service could feel a tickling sensation,
but nothing more.

“Is this all you have?” he asked, then laughed.

“Not quite,” the woman with the white streak in her
hair said.

Suddenly she shot forward, head down, and rammed
him in the chest.

It felt as if the world had exploded around him.

He went flying backward, smashing through the din-
ning room wall and into the kitchen as darkness flooded
over his mind.

This can’t be happening, was his last thought.
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Cain headed the craft in sharply toward the private run-
way behind a large estate. He was really getting the hang
of this plane. Think left, the plane went left. Think right
and the plane went right. Made flying a whole lot easier.

He stared at the tree-covered estate below. All he
wanted was to get on the ground as quickly as possible.
He could tell that Service was down there, in that big
house. He was going to finally catch up to the guy and
really pound him. Hard.

Payback for all the pain. And for leading him clear
around the country, making him work with the X-Men
again.

Cain focused on getting on the ground and the plane
followed his thoughts, tipping nose straight down, heading
directly for the large hangar.

“Hey,” Cain said, “not so steep!”

But it was too late. He had focused on getting on the
ground for too long and the plane had responded. Taking
him to the ground.

Straight at the ground.

Fast.

With a huge impact and explosion, the plane smashed
into the hangar, and the jet inside. A huge fireball roared
into the air. Twenty miles away the ground shook.

It took Cain thirty seconds to push his way up out of
the flaming wreckage. He emerged unscathed. He shook
off debris, stood, and headed for the big mansion.

“Nothin’ stops the Juggernaut, pal,” he said to the
big house. “’Bout time you found that out.”
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“De big guy,” Remy said, staring out at the huge fireball
from the direction of the runway, “has arrived.”

“1 was wondering how he was going to do on land-
ing,” the Beast said. “I see he did it in normal Juggernaut
fashion. Too bad. That was a good little plane.”

“Here he comes,” Gambit said.

The Juggernaut was striding across the lawn. And
Gambit could tell he was angry.

Very angry.

A large explosion shook the center of the house.

“Looks like dis up t’me an’ you,” Remy said.

“Seems that way for the moment,” the Beast said.
“Until the others finish their task of breaking up that em-
erald.”

Gambit stepped to an umbrella stand near the back
door and grabbed all four umbrellas and the walking stick
that it held. Then he went through the back door and out
onto the lawn, the Beast right behind him.

The Juggernaut saw them and only shook his head,
not slowing down in the slightest.

Gambit hadn’t expected him to.

“ Stop dere, mon ami,” Gambit said.

The Juggernaut said nothing. Just kept walking.

Remy charged the first of the umbrellas with kinetic
energy and then threw it like a spear at the Juggernaut.

It hit, tip first, on the Juggernaut’s chest and exploded.

One right after another Remy charged the umbrellas
and threw them.

227



X-MEN

One right after another they exploded against the Jug-
gernaut’s chest.

And one step after another the big guy kept coming.
The explosions didn’t even slow him down.

This was twice in two days Gambit had faced one of
these big monsters. It was getting old real fast.

Hank then bounded right into the Juggernaut’s path.
“Cain, listen to me. You have to give us a chance to stop
him before—”

The Juggernaut didn’t even let Hank finish talking.
He swung at the blue-furred mutant with a giant fist.
Luckily, the Beast had been expecting it, and managed to
duck the blow.

“QOkay,” Hank said, leaping to the roof of the house
in a single bound. “I’ve always felt that violence is the
last refuge of the incompetent, but if it’s fisticuffs you
want, then it’s fisticuffs you’ll get.

He ripped apart a brick chimney and threw each brick
with uncanny accuracy, using both hands and one foot.
The bricks hit the Juggernaut like machine-gun bullets,
one right after the other against his head with intense
force.

He didn’t even glance up.

Gambit grabbed a small lawn statue of a frog, charged
it with energy, and threw it as hard as he could. The
explosion against Juggernaut’s chest blew out the win-
dows in the kitchen and back area of the house.

But Cain Marko was obviously too angry to even stop
and fight. He just kept going.

He reached the back door of the house and didn’t
even bother to open it, just plowed right on inside.
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Gambit glanced up at Beast on the wall of the house
and shrugged.

“Let’s hope,” Beast said, “that our friends were a
little more successful than we were.”

Gary Service pointed to the driveway to his estate. “In
there.”

He held on as the driver of the camouflaged transport
truck turned sharply and sped up the driveway. A huge
fire was raging behind the mansion, near the runway. Gary
didn’t want to think about the chance that was Robert’s
plane burning back there. He wanted his brother stopped
and in jail, not dead.

The transport truck skidded to a halt in front of the
main door to the mansion and a moment later a second
truck did the same. As Gary climbed out twenty men
jumped down and formed two lines, facing the mansion.
Each man wore military garb and were armed with knives,
hand grenades, and AK-47s. It was the largest force Gary
could put together in the few short hours, and it had cost
him over a quarter of a million to do it. But if it helped
capture Robert, it would be worth it.

“Half in the side door,” Gary said, pointing to his
right. “The other half come with me in the front.”

Explosions rocked the ground. It sounded to Gary as
if they came from behind the house.

Trager, the man in charge of the mercenaries, quickly
had his men running in both directions as Gary moved up
and shoved open the front door.
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Inside smoke drifted in the air in the marble foyer.
Crashes and small explosions echoed from the direction
of the kitchen. Sounds like there’s a war going on in
there, Gary thought.

“This way,” he said, heading down the hallway, ten
armed and trained men right behind him.

Cyclops bent over the still form of Robert Service. The
emerald was still attached to the man’s chest and he was
starting to stir. They clearly hadn’t been able to damage
the stone enough to break it free. But it was clear that the
stone was divided into three parts. Just how to break the
gem back into those parts was the main question.

And there wasn’t much time from the sounds of the
explosions rocking the building from the back. The Jug-
gernaut was almost here and there was no telling what he
would do when he found Service.

Cyclops glanced around at Phoenix. “Can you get a
mental lock on him?”

After a moment she said, “No. The interference be-
tween the two gems is fierce.”

Service groaned.

““What knocked him out?’’” Rogue asked.

Before Cyclops could respond, the outside wall of the
kitchen exploded inward, covering them all in flying dust
and wood.

The Juggernaut had arrived.

He stopped just inside the kitchen and looked around
through the dust. ““Where is he?”’
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“We’ve got to keep them apart!” Cyclops shouted.
“Storm, lay down an ice path back toward the runway.”

Instantly Cyclops fired his hardest ray square at the
Juggernaut’s chest as Storm created a blizzard of snow
and freezing rain to cover the ground under the Juggernaut
with a sheet of slick, smooth ice. The room grew signif-
icantly colder, and Cyclops noticed the sun disappearing
behind a sudden influx of clouds.

With a rolling tackle, Wolverine knocked the feet out
from under the Juggernaut, sending Cain sprawling on his
back on the ice and snow. Then the force of Cyclops’s
beam pushed hard, sending the Juggernaut back along the
path that Storm was laying down.

Gaining speed away from the house.

After the Juggernaut was moving at a good clip, com-
pletely unable to stand or stop on the icy surface, Cyclops
stopped firing his beam. The momentum of the Juggernaut
might carry him for a mile or so, as long as Storm kept
the microblizzard going.

On the floor in front of him Robert Service moaned
and tried to sit up.

“Anyone got any bright ideas?” Wolverine said,
looking down at the huge form of Robert Service.

Before Cyclops could answer, a large group of men
carrying guns charged into the dining room and took up
positions, weapons aimed at the X-Men.

Then Gary Service stepped forward.

And Robert Service stood up.
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The Juggernaut had never been as angry before as he was
right at that moment. He felt like a turtle trapped on his
back, sliding, unable to stop. That and the intense pain in
his chest from being so close to the man with the green
emerald. He was almost clear back to the runway before
his anger moved aside and allowed him to think. The X-
Men had tried this stupid stunt on him once before.

He slammed his fist hard into the ground, right
through the layer of ice.

Instantly he stopped.

He stood by stamping his feet hard, down into the
ground below the layer of ice. Then he turned and headed
back for the mansion.

Storm flashed ahead of him and back inside before he
had taken three steps. It didn’t matter. This time he would
take care of that stupid Service and stop the pain.

And Charles’s little scout troop wasn’t going to be
able to stop him.

“Gary,” Cyclops shouted. “Stay out of this! X-Men,
ready!”

He poured his hardest beam straight into Robert Ser-
vice’s emerald, just as they had done before.

Bishop yanked out an electrical socket, touched the
two wires together against his palm, and directed the elec-
trical charge at Service’s emerald.

Storm dropped in beside Cyclops and added her
strongest bolts of lightning.

This time Service stood there laughing.
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Cyclops couldn’t believe what he saw. It was as if
Service was taking all the energy being shot at him and
using it to get stronger.

Suddenly Rogue, head down, flashed at Service. But
this time he was ready for her. He simply raised an arm
and smashed her aside, sending her through a wall and
off into the air.

“Halt!” Cyclops shouted and cut off his beam.
Bishop and Storm did the same with their attack.

An odd silence fell over the crowded dining room,
kitchen, and hallway area.

Then again Robert Service laughed, the huge sound
echoing through the house.

“ Anyone ever talk to you about that annoying laugh,
bub?” Wolverine said, sneering.

Hank, who had entered with Gambit a moment behind
the Juggernaut, shook his head. “This is not a good de-
velopment at all. Not at all.”

“Got dat right, mon ami,” Gambit said.

Service ignored the X-Men, and the men with the
rifles. He faced Gary Service. “Nice seeing you again,
little brother. How’s our dear old father holding up?”

Gary moved one step toward his huge older brother
and stopped. “He’s dead.”

Robert Service again laughed. “1 knew | was having
a good day.”

“1’d say that good day is about to end,” the Jugger-
naut said from the hole in the side of the kitchen where
the door used to be.

“So,” Robert Service said, turning to face the Jug-
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gemaut. “You’re the red creature who has been following
me and causing me such pain.”

“Stop him!” Gary shouted to the men with the guns.
He pointed at the Juggernaut.

Instantly the room was rocked with the intense noise
of ten AK-47’s opening fire at once.

Cyclops knew that to the Juggernaut, those bullets
were nothing more than annoying little bumps. The bullets
ricocheted in all directions off the Juggernaut, tearing up
the walls and ceiling of the kitchen.

Phoenix instantly formed a telekinetic bubble around
the X-Men.

Dust and plaster filled the air along with the incredible
sound of ten AK-47 rifles being fired inside at the same
time.

One man with a rifle went down, a small hole spurting
blood from his arm, the result of a ricochet.

“Hold your fire!” Cyclops yelled. When it became
clear that the men had no intention of doing so, he shouted
to his team, “Get the guns away from them!” Another
ten armed men stormed into the crowed area, filling the
area with chaos.

The Juggernaut stepped two huge steps forward and
grabbed Gary Service. He held Gary out in front of him
like a rag doll in the hands of a child.

Wolverine meanwhile slashed through two of the ri-
fles with his claws. Then he took the two men and cracked
their heads together.

Beast, using both hands and one foot, yanked guns
out of three others’ hands.

Shouting, “Leave my brother alone!” Robert Sendee
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jumped forward into the line of gunfire that still raged at
the Juggernaut, smashing a huge fist into the side of the
behemoth’s head.

The blow caused the Juggernaut to drop Gary. Storm
whisked the dazed man out of danger with a gust of wind
as she blasted three other guns with lightning.

Less than a minute after Cyclops had given the order
to disarm them, the firing stopped. Every man with a
weapon had been stripped of his firepower.

Wolverine snarled at two of them. *“Get out of here
before | tear you apart and have you for dinner.”

“It would not be unwise to heed my friend,” Hank
said, twirling one rifle with the toes of his right foot. “He
loves red meat.”

Without waiting for orders from their leader, or Gary,
the men scrambled for any opening they could find out of
the area.

As they did so, Robert Service hit the Juggernaut with
a huge, solid blow to the chin.

It was a blow Cyclops could imagine no one surviv-
ing.

The Juggernaut flew backwards, crashing through the
wall and landing on his back on the lawn.

“This is going to be fun,” Service said, stomping
after him through the hole.

Cyclops glanced at his teammates. The fight they had
hoped to avoid was about to happen. And there didn’t
seem to be a thing they could do about it.



X-MEN

Robert Service felt stronger than he’d felt all day. He
stomped after the big red man. Just like his green emerald,
Robert could feel that this man had a red ruby embedded
in his chest. And Robert felt a huge desire to take that
ruby. It was like a hunger, an addiction he couldn’t con-
trol.

He would own that ruby or die trying.

The red man stood and stomped at Robert.

The two met solidly, and Robert knew instantly as he
reached for the man’s chest, that this guy had as much
strength as he did. He peeled back the Juggernaut’s armor
to reveal the ruby.

At the same moment the Juggernaut reached for the
emerald on Robert’s chest.

As Robert’s hand touched the ruby it felt as if the
world had opened up to him. His strength a moment be-
fore was nothing compared to what he would have when
he possessed the ruby.

But at the same moment the Juggernaut touched his
emerald and Robert felt his very life force being pulled
through the emerald and into the body of the Juggernaut.

With his free left hand he smashed at the Juggernaut,
but couldn’t dislodge him.

One of them had to win. Only one could possess both
gems. And he would be the one. 1

The Juggernaut smashed at Robert’s head with his left
hand, while holding onto the emerald with his right.

But Robert held on and hit right back with his left
hand, never letting go of the ruby with his right.

The energy flowed into his body from the ruby and
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drained out at the same time through the emerald.
Then back around again as they hit and hit and hit.
Neither winning.
Neither losing.
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Bfc ack in the Xavier Institute, the Professor frantically
H worked at the mansion’s Shi’ar-built computer. At
B# the moment he wished Hank was there to help him.
But he didn’t have the time to recall Hank. He had to do
it himself.

Since the last report from the team, he had hurriedly
worked out and ran a dozen computer simulations of what
would happen when Robert Service and the Juggernaut
met. Over the years, with the help of others, he had stud-
ied the power and details of the ruby on Cain’s chest. He
had dozens of copies of various texts filled with tales,
legends, histories, and religious tracts. He also had them
scanned by the alien computer so they could analyze the
data more thoroughly than any human mind. Even a mind
as impressive as Charles Xavier’s.

He had originally gathered all this information in the
hopes of some day finding a way to return Cain to normal.
Now he used it to try to stop a madman.

The computer simulations did show one clear result
immediately. If one person held both the ruby and the
emerald in their possession, that person would be a factor
of hundreds of times more powerful than the Juggernaut.
Such a person could rule the world.

Or destroy it.

No force would be able to stop him from doing either.

Now, today, those two stones were coming together
and somehow, there had to be a way to stop either Cain
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or Robert Service from gaining control of both stones.
And gaining that incredible power.

Somehow the Professor knew that the solution to all
this was in the emerald. It had been broken into three parts
at some point in the past. It could be broken again. But
his problem was to find out how before it was too late.

If it wasn’t already.

Gary Service slowly came to. His head hurt and he felt
as if someone was sitting on his chest.

He last remembered the Juggernaut picking him up,
strong hands smashing the wind out of him.

Then Robert had stepped forward and hit the Jugger-
naut. And that was the last he remembered.

His brother had saved his life.

Amazing.

Gary moved on the soft sofa and a sharp pain shot
through his side. He must have at least two ribs broken.
Slowly he forced himself to sit up, the pain taking his
breath away and causing his eyes to water. But he had to
see what was going on.

Outside explosion followed explosion. Something
was still happening, that was for sure.

But for the moment his biggest concern was what had
happened to his brother.

Phoenix stood with the other X-Men in a circle around
the two battling giants on the green lawn of the Service
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estate. The day had been hot and sticky, but Storm’s mi-
croblizzard had reduced the temperature significantly.

The battle, however, had heated things up tremen-
dously. The energy flowing from them ionized the air,
forcing the X-Men to slowly back up, giving the two
standing giants more and more room.

Phoenix focused her mind. The two gems caused psy-
chic interference locally, but it didn’t seem to hinder long-
range telepathy. She called out to the Professor.

I’'m here, Jean. The Professor’s voice came back clear
in her head. And | see what’s happening. You must get
them apart ifyou can. | need more time.

We’ll try.

Phoenix turned to Cyclops. “The Professor says we
must get them apart. He needs more time to find a solu-
tion.”

Cyclops frowned, staring at the two battling giants.
Phoenix knew that the wheels had been turning in Cy-
clops’s mind since Juggernaut and Service started going
at it. “Can you put a telekinetic shield between them the
moment we do?”

Phoenix nodded. “Not likely to hold them long—
especially with the interference.” She knew it wouldn’t
hold them at all, and she knew Cyclops understood that.
He knew the limits of her power almost as well as she
did.

“It will if we keep them busy,” Cyclops said, reach-
ing over and gently touching her hand in support. “We
can only hope that the time we manage will be enough.
How long did the Professor say he needed?’’

“He didn’t,” Phoenix said. She smiled at the frown
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on her husband’s face. She knew the X-Men were facing
as hard a task as any they’d faced. Of all their foes, Jug-
gernaut had proven the most difficult to defeat.

“X-Men!” Cyclops shouted. “ Gather around.”

A moment later the various X-Men stood around him.
Phoenix studied the combined team.

Gambit looked dirty and tired, his brown duster
streaked with black. She couldn’t remember ever seeing
him look so disheveled—and, for Gambit, that was saying
a lot.

The Beast stood beside Gambit and kept studying the
two giants, frowning, as if looking at a giant puzzle.

Storm looked unruffled and calm, as she always
seemed. Rogue, on the other hand, looked quite ruffled
and not at all calm, her white-streaked hair in bad need
of combing. A large smudge of dirt marred one cheek.

Bishop and Wolverine stood side by side, also a stark
image of contrast. Bishop stood like the perfect warrior,
straight-backed and showing no emotion, while Wolverine
crouched like an animal, a snarl firmly in place.

““The Professor wants us to get them apart as quickly
as possible,” Cyclops said.

Storm nodded in agreement. Phoenix knew that was
the signal between the two team leaders as to who would
take command in this instance.

Cyclops returned the nod. “First,” he said, “we have
to blow them apart. Then Phoenix will put up a telekinetic
shield between them.”

“That won’t hold them if they make a concerted ef-
fort to break it down,” Hank said. “And from what they
are doing at the moment, it seems likely that they would.”
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Phoenix nodded. She knew that also.

“Understood,” Cyclops said. “That’s why we have
to keep them from making that effort in any fashion we
can. What we’re after here, people, is to buy time. As
much as we can.

“Bishop, | want you to thrust your hands into that
energy field that building around the pair of them. That
should short them out for a moment, and also charge you
up. Rogue, once they’re distracted, I want you to smash
into Service at the exact same moment that Storm and |
hit the Juggernaut with everything we’ve got. Aim at the
left shoulder. That should add extra torque and spin them.
That should be enough to knock them apart.”

“ Agreed,” Storm said, nodding.

“Once they’re apart,” Cyclops said, “I want Storm,
Rogue, and Bishop to keep Service busy. The rest of us
will do the same for Juggernaut, while Phoenix keeps up
the telekinetic shield any time they start at each other. We
keep that up until the Professor contacts us.”

All the team nodded.

“All right,” Cyclops said. “Take positions.”

The X-Men fanned out around the fighting giants.

Phoenix moved so that she was standing on a line
that she hoped, in a moment, would be between the two.
Bishop took up position in front of her.

Scott and Storm faced the Juggernaut behind Service.

Rogue floated a distance off behind Juggernaut, fac-
ing Service.

“Bishop, now!” Cyclops shouted.

The mutant from the future leapt forward, and thrust
his fists into the ionized air around the two combatants.

Phoenix smiled a grim smile and prepared her tele-
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kinetic shield. As Cyclops had hoped, Bishop’s sudden
intrusion distracted both Service and Juggernaut for a mo-
ment.

“Go!” Cyclops cried.

Almost instantly, Phoenix saw Rogue flash at Service.
His left arm was in the air, preparing to hit the Juggernaut.
She hit him solidly, head down, square in the left shoul-
der.

At the same moment Cyclops and Storm blasted the
Juggernaut in his left shoulder with as much power as
they could muster.

The sudden and surprising impact sent the two giants
flying apart, head over heels through the air.

Phoenix almost wanted to clap for joy. The first part
of the plan had worked even better than they’d hoped.
The two were far enough apart that she didn’t need to put
up a shield.

Service smashed into the side of his mansion and dis-
appeared inside in a large cloud of dust and shattered
lumber.

Cain landed a half a football field away on the wide
lawn, crashing into a large oak tree as he came down.

“X-Men,” Cyclops shouted, “keep ’em busy!”

Phoenix stood her ground as Wolverine, Beast, Gam-
bit, and Cyclops headed across the lawn at the Juggernaut.

In the other direction, Rogue and Storm flashed inside
the house, joined a moment later by Bishop.

The fight was on. Phoenix just hoped it wouldn’t be
their last.
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Cyclops watched as the Juggernaut climbed back to his
feet. He was angry, more than Cyclops had ever seen him
before. And they had seen him angry—Cain was not one
to hide his emotions.

Wolverine was first to arrive near the Juggernaut, who
started back toward the mansion. Wolverine came in fast
and hard, clipping the part of Juggernaut’s chest, just un-
der the ruby, that was exposed by Service’s rending of his
armor.

The impact caught the Juggernaut in midstride and
knocked him off his feet. Perfect flying tackle, except that
Wolverine didn’t get out of the way fast enough and Jug-
gernaut smashed him aside, sending Wolverine flying into
a nearby oak tree.

Cyclops watched Wolverine hit and crash through the
branches. He hit the ground and lay still for a moment,
then slowly climbed back to his feet. There was no one
tougher than Wolverine. He would be all right.

Gambit peppered the Juggernaut with exploding cards
square in the eyes and chest as he tried to stand up. Even
the Juggernaut had to hold up his hand for protection as
hand grenade-sized explosions went off in his face, one
right after another.

“The ground!” Hank shouted, pointing at the lawn
in front of the Juggernaut.

Cyclops understood. Under Cain’s feet he blew a hole
in the lawn. Caught off-balance by the explosion, the Jug-
gernaut toppled into the hole.

“Keep digging!” Hank shouted.

Cyclops focused his hardest and tightest beam at the
bottom of the hole, moving it quickly back and forth,
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blasting away huge chunks of the earth under the Jugger-
naut and deepening the crater.

“Don’t stop,” Hank shouted. “It’s working.”

Cyclops kept the beam focused, going down, deeper
and deeper, as the Juggernaut fought to grab a handhold,
anything.

“Gambit. Help me dig!” Cyclops shouted as the pit
reached twenty feet deep. Focusing his beam this intently
was starting to give him a headache, and the help would
be appreciated. Besides, Juggernaut was too deep for
Gambit’s exploding-cards-in-the-face trick to be effective
any longer.

“And blow the earth away from his hands,” Hank
said, “to keep him from climbing.”

Instantly Gambit switched his aim, tossing one kinet-
ically charged card after another at the ground under the
Juggernaut as Cyclops continued pommelling the dirt and
rock.

Every time Cain managed to grab a hand- or foothold,
Gambit blew it out from underneath him. It was as if he
was on a huge, exploding slide leading directly into the
bowels of the earth.

In all their years of fighting against the Juggernaut,
this was the first time they had tried this trick as far as
Cyclops knew. For the moment, it looked as if it was
working.

“Bete,” Gambit shouted over the sounds of the ex-
plosions coming from below, “I only got fifty-two o’dese
t’ings. Remy, he need some ammo.”

Beast instantly scrambled toward a flower bed nearby.
Then with expert aim, he used both hands and one foot
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to lob rocks, the rubble of small statues that had been
smashed in the fight, and bricks back to Gambit, who
caught them, charged them with kinetic energy, and tossed
them with deadly aim into the pit below.

Cyclops figured the hole they had dug was at least a
hundred feet deep and thirty feet across when he shouted,
“Stop!”

He cut off his own beam, then tried to study the bot-
tom of the pit through the smoke and steam.

From what he could see, Cain stood on the bottom,
staring upward.

“You’re dead, Summers,” the Juggernaut said, his
huge voice rumbling out of the ground like it was coming
from a gigantic megaphone.

“Y’look good down there, Marko,” Wolverine said,
walking up and staring down into the huge hole.

“You won’t look so good when | get out of here.”

“1’'m waitin’,” Wolverine said, smiling.

The Juggernaut growled and started back up the side
of the hole, pounding his fists and arms into the sides of
the dirt for handholds.

Cyclops was amazed at how quick he was moving. It
was easy to forget that the Juggernaut was fast, given how
massive he was.

“Gambit,” Cyclops said. “Let’s keep him down
there. You take his right side, I’ll take his left.”

“Bete,” Gambit said, “keep de ammunition
cornin’.”

Cyclops blasted the side of the hole under the Jug-
gernaut’s left foot while Gambit blew away the ground
under his right.
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With a growl the Juggernaut tumbled back to the bot-
tom.

Cyclops blasted the pit another ten feet deep under
the Juggernaut, just for an extra margin of safety.

As the dust and steam cleared, Cyclops watched the
Juggernaut stand and start up the side again.

Rogue and Storm found Robert Service near the front
door of his mansion. The momentum from Rogue’s hit
had sent him crashing through three rooms. He was just
starting to get back to his feet as they flashed into the
room.

“You’ll pay for that,” he said, “as soon as | finish
with that red beast.”

“1’'m so worried,” Rogue said, smiling at Service and
slamming into him as he was starting to rise, knocking
him to the floor again. She flew off before he could get
his hands on her. She figured that if she got Service angry,
he might go after her instead of Juggernaut. Not likely,
but worth the chance.

Service tried to clamber up once again, but a hurri-
cane force wind smashed into Service’s chest.

Clearly Service hadn’t been ready for that.

Storm’s gale knocked Service over backward and
through the front wall of his home as if it were so much
tissue paper.

Halfway down the driveway he landed and skidded,
then managed to stand and stay standing against the com-
bined force from the two women.
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Service staggered two steps forward at the sudden
stop. Both women floated between him and his mansion,
smiling.

“That was fun,” Rogue said. “What’s next?” It ac-
tually had been fun. She enjoyed seeing someone like Ser-
vice, who thought they were all powerful, get their just
desserts.

“Twister,” Storm said.

Rogue knew instantly what she meant. They had
pulled the same trick on the Juggernaut a number of years
back.

“Laugh all you want,” Service said. “But you
will—"

He took a step toward the two women and Storm
lowered the temperature, bringing the blizzard back, form-
ing a thick sheet of ice under his feet while Rogue rushed
at Service’s right side.

The big guy moved to hit her, but she knocked his
arm away, sending him spinning like a top on the sheet
of ice.

Storm kept the ice thick under him while Rogue spun
him.

And spun him.

“Heck, sugar,” Rogue said, laughing, “you’re
makin’ me dizzy just watchin’.” Sometimes, she thought,
this job was actually fun. And spinning a killer like Robert
Service was about as much fun as she could have. She
just hoped Remy and the others were having as good a
time pounding on the Juggernaut out back.

Service spun for a good fifteen seconds, during which
time Bishop finally caught up and joined the group.
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Then Service dropped to his hands and knees and
smashed one fist through the ice, instantly stopping his
spinning.

Rogue was impressed. It had taken him almost a full
minute less than the Juggernaut to figure out the same
thing. Finishing this guy off was not going to be easy.

When Service looked up at the three X-Men his face
was red, his eyes bulging.

Slowly he climbed to his feet as the color returned to
his face, replaced by the pale intensity of anger.

“He seems upset,” Rogue said, her tone laced with
mock concern. “Normally he’s such a happy-go-lucky
sorta guy. Always laughin’, an’ all.”

“Just keep joking,” Service said between gritted
teeth. “I will have the last laugh when this is finished.”

Rogue smiled at him sweetly. She would do every-
thing in her power to keep him distracted from the Jug-
gernaut. And making him mad at her was one way that
seemed to be working just fine.

Storm looked at him sternly. “1 doubt that. You have
killed a man in cold blood. You will be punished.”

Service only snorted, then started back toward the
house and the Juggernaut beyond.

“1 have an idea,” Bishop said. “Rogue, bring me
those power lines.”

Rogue knew what Bishop was going to try. “And do
a little wrapping along the way?” she asked Bishop.

Bishop gave Rogue a sharp nod.

A moment later Rogue had the hot power lines off
the nearby poles and in her hands.

“A little water and ice, Storm,” Bishop said.
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Service was shortly drenched in water and the ground
under him still layered in thick, hard ice.

As fast as she could go Rogue spun the thick, charged
wires around Service.

Then she handed the hot end of the wires to Bishop.
He held the wires with his left hand, channelling the
charge through himself and blasting it—along with the
energy he’d accumulated from Service and the Juggernaut
earlier—back at Service. Again, he focused on the em-
erald. Rogue nodded in appreciation. There was still a
chance, after all, that they could break the emerald in
three. If they did that, it would make things much easier.

Service’s hair stood directly on end from the charge
and his face turned red as he strained to break out of the
wrapped wire.

Then, with an angry roar, Service did just that. A
shower of sparks flew in all directions. Storm moved her-
self out of their path. Neither Rogue nor Bishop bothered
doing the same. Her invulnerability protected her, and his
mutant power allowed him to absorb the charge.

“You don’t look so good, sugar,” Rogue said coo-
ingly to Service.

“Can you get him airborne?” Storm asked Rogue.

“1 can try.”

At full speed she headed off to the side of Service,
then came around behind him faster than he could follow
and hit him low and upward, square in the back of his
legs.

It felt as if she’d run into a solid stone wall. The
impact rocked her.

Her blow sent him about ten feet into the air.
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Instantly a tornado formed under him and spun him
upward.

Rogue landed next to Bishop and worked to catch her
breath. That impact had almost knocked all the wind out
of her and she felt the impact clear through to her bones.

“ Are you all right?” Bishop asked.

She nodded and took another deep breath. “Just give
me a half a minute before you ask me to run. That’s what
I get for bein’ cocky ’bout bein’ invulnerable.”

For thirty seconds Storm kept Service spinning in the
air. Then the big guy tucked his arms tight against his
side, put his legs together, and twisted around slightly so
his legs were aimed at the ground. There just wasn’t
enough surface on him for the winds to hold that much
mass aloft.

He hit the ground like a missile, going up to his an-
kles in the concrete.

“Now,” Service said, stepping out of the hole he’d
made and glaring at the X-Men. “If you are finished play-
ing around, I’ve got a red monster to deal with.”

He turned and strode toward the mansion.

Rogue glanced at Storm. “I got an idea that’ll put
some distance ’tween him and here,” she said. “Gimme
a boost?”

Storm nodded.

With a quick turn Rogue spun around and came in at
Service low and upward. She caught him right in the cen-
ter of his stomach, pushing upward and away from the
Service estate with everything she had. She could feel the
boost of Storm’s winds helping her lift him.

One hundred feet.
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Two hundred feet.

She could feel his hard hands grabbing her by the
shoulders like steel vises and yanking her away from his
body. Then as if she were nothing more than a rag doll,
he physically threw her aside.

She tumbled through the air for a moment, then
righted herself and turned to watch.

Storm’s winds kept pushing on Service. For a few
more moments Storm managed to shove him higher and
farther away from the mansion. If he’d allowed it to con-
tinue, Rogue had no doubt that Storm might just have
given him enough velocity to reach orbit. Maybe even
beyond.

But again Service didn’t let their trick last long.

He simply pulled in his arms tight against his body
again, and then put his legs together. With a simple twist
he aimed for the ground.

Nothing Storm could do at that point. His huge body
was like a wing cutting through the air. So she stopped
and with Rogue returned to the front of the mansion.

By the time Service hit the ground in the middle of
a nearby forest, he was almost a mile away from the Ser-
vice estate.

Storm turned to Rogue and Bishop. “Let’s retreat and
make a stand where Phoenix has her shield,”” Storm said.
“1 don’t think we can do much more out here.”

“QOver the top,” Rogue said, holding out her arm for
Bishop to hold onto. “Need a lift?”

A moment later they landed beside Phoenix.

“We stopped him for a short time,” .Rogue said to
Phoenix. “But he’s headed back here.”
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“Not long enough,” Storm said.
Rogue could only nod her agreement to that.

For a short time Cyclops thought that just maybe they had
found a way to stop the Juggernaut. He kept trying to
climb out of the huge hole they’d dug under him, but
every time Cyclops and Gambit had simply knocked the
Juggernaut’s hand- and footholds away.

“Cyclops,” Hank said, pointing back toward the
mansion. “Storm and the other team are beside Phoenix.
It would appear they might need some help with Service.”

“Wolverine, go and see what you can do,” Cyclops
said without taking his eyes away from the hole. * Hank,
you keep Gambit supplied with ammunition.”

From what Cyclops could tell through the swirling
smoke, the Juggernaut was again on the very bottom of
the hole. And from the looks of it, he was crouching.

Then suddenly the Juggernaut sprang upward, shov-
ing as hard as he could with those huge legs.

Three quarters of the way up Cyclops hit the Jugger-
naut directly with a full blast, trying with everything he
had to push him back down. Gambit smashed him with a
large, kinetically charged brick.

The combined force of their attack stopped the Jug-
gernaut’s upward motion, but he shoved both feet and
both hands deeply into the side of the pit, then started
climbing.

Cyclops managed to vaporize the soil under his right
side while Gambit sent explosion after explosion against
the soil to his left.
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And for a moment it looked as if it might work again.
Cain started to topple over backwards.

But then, just at the last possible moment, the Jug-
gernaut sank his legs firmly into the side of the pit,
crouched, and sprang away from the wall, smashing into
the other wall twenty feet under the two X-Men.

And in a position where they couldn’t see the pit wall.

Before either of them could move around for an angle
of attack, the Juggernaut was up and over the lip of the
huge hole.

He turned and stared at Cyclops. “When I’m finished
with this Service jerk, you’re gonna pay for that little
trick, Summers.”

“Just trying to save your life, Cain,” Cyclops said.

“You worry about your life,” the Juggernaut said.
“I’ll take care of mine.”

With that he turned and headed back for mansion.

At that moment Cyclops could see Service coming
out of the side of the mansion, headed for the Juggernaut.

Only Phoenix stood between them now, and Cyclops
doubted she had enough power to hold them apart very
long.

Round two was about to begin and for some reason
Cyclops didn’t believe there would be a round three be-
tween the two giants.

Phoenix saw Service come through the mansion, then to
her right she saw the Juggernaut emerge from the trap
Cyclops and Gambit had built for him and head toward
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Service. It looked as if it was now her turn.

In her mind she constructed the strongest telekinetic
shield she could form and spread it between the two
marching giants. She hoped it would be strong enough to
keep the two titans apart.

Then a half-second before the Juggernaut hit it, Rob-
ert Service hit the shield and bounced back, surprised.

The Juggernaut did the same.

Storm and Bishop both hit Service, knocking him
back away from the shield.

Cyclops and Gambit smashed at the Juggernaut, mak-
ing him stagger back a few steps.

Again they both started forward, arms outstretched,
ready to grab the other.

And again they hit the shield and bounced back.

Inside her mind, Phoenix could feel the enormous
strain of holding the shield up against the two. She didn’t
know how many hits she could withstand.

Wolverine jumped onto the back of Service and
started slashing with his claws.

Service grabbed Wolverine like he was nothing more
than a dirty shirt and tossed him aside.

Rogue went in hard at the Juggernaut, but he smashed
her away, sending her tumbling like a ball across the lawn
and into a tree. Then, ignoring the constant barrage that
Cyclops and Gambit flung at him, he moved up until he
could feel the shield. Then with a mighty blow, smashed
his fist into it.

Phoenix had seen the blow coming and braced her-
self, but it felt as if her mind was being ripped out through
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her eyes. Never in her life could she have imagined such
pain.

Drop your shield, the Professor’s voice echoed clearly
in her head.

But—she started to object, but his voice filled every
nook of her brain.

Now!

She did as he said just as the Juggernaut started to
again swing at the shield.

There was nothing there for him to hit.

He moved forward and within moments he had a grip
on the emerald on Service’s chest.

And Robert Service, at the exact same time, had a
grip on the ruby on the Juggernaut’s chest.

Phoenix slumped to the lawn and sat watching. She
had a terrible headache, but even through the pain she
could hear the Professor’s voice. Jean, | have a plan that
should allow us to finally end this.

She nodded and hoped that the Professor’s plan was
a good one. They’d hit Service and Cain with everything
they had, and it barely slowed them down.

Now it was do-or-die time.
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he Professor sat ridged in his hoverchair, his mind

focused on what had just happened at the Service

estate. Around him the even temperature of his study

contrasted with the bizarre mix of heat, humidity, and cold
that Storm’s weather-working had brought to the Service
estate.

He could also feel all the aches and torn muscles and
bruises they were suffering at the moment. But thankfully,
all of them were still alive and well.

He was also hurting from what he had felt just a mo-
ment before when Phoenix tried to hold Cain and Service
apart.

But none of that mattered now. He’d finally located
a text that gave him the final piece of the puzzle. He’d
run a computer simulation, and now it confirmed his hy-
pothesis. The answer had been staring them right in the
face all along.

Now linked with the entire X-Men team on the Ser-
vice estate, he could feel the minds of Wolverine, the
Beast, Cyclops, Gambit, Rogue, Bishop, Storm, and Phoe-
nix. They were all waiting, listening for him to begin.

“1 have been able to find many references to the ruby
of Cyttorak and the crimson bands of Cyttorak, but com-
paratively little on this emerald. However, | have found
one text that talks of both the ruby and the emerald to-
gether, and it confirms what Gary Service told us.

“‘Both of them serve as conduits to Cyttorak, and are
sources of great power. Originally they were placed in the
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two hands of a statue. A prophecy states that one day the
statue would come alive and bring its hands together,
which would bring about a new age, as the power of Cyt-
torak would flood into this world.

“However, while they are separated, only one can
serve as a proper conduit for Cyttorak\s power. Cain’s
power has gone unchallenged, since the emerald has been
shattered for centuries. Now that the emerald is in use,
it’s taking power away from Cain, hence the pain he’s
been feeling.”

Juggy don't seem like he’s hampered none, Rogue
said.

“|1 suspect that is due to Cain’s lengthier relationship
with the ruby. Service, for all his power, is still a neo-
phyte. But the advantage may soon be his thanks, unfor-
tunately, to us. You see, both jewels feed off of energy—
that only increases their power.”

So all our attacks have had the opposite effect ofwhat
we wanted, Cyclops said.

“Correct. The jewels work much the same way as
Bishop’s power.”

Great, Wolverine said, so how the hell do we stop
'em?

“The same way the statue was destroyed. The em-
erald must be physically smashed.”

Easier said than done, Charles, the Beast pointed out.
Our two overgrown playmates are going at it great guns
once again. | doubt we could get through to the emerald
to smash it

Yes we can, Cyclops said. Professor, you said both
jewels are energy conduits, yes?
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“That is correct.”

Then we can do it. Bishop, | want you to pull the
same trick you pulled before. Absorb the energyfield that
Cain and Service are creating.

Bishop’s thoughts felt dubious to the Professor. |
doubt they’ll be distracted a second time.

They won’t need to be. You just need to absorb
enough of the energy field to allow Phoenix to create a
telekinetic wedge between them. Itjust needs to be enough
to separate them for a moment.

The Professor saw where Cyclops was going with his
plan. He didn’t like it. “Cyclops, can | assume that you
are proposing to fire on Cain’s ruby?”

That’s exactly what | ‘'m proposing. Service has ripped
open his artnor, so the ruby is exposed. IfBishop, Storm,
Gambit, and | hit the ruby with everything weve got, it
should give Cain the upper hand and weaken Service
enough to allow access to the emerald.

Yeah, but we already proved we can't blow it offhim,
Wolverine pointed out.

Blow it off, no. Smash it, yes. That’s where you come
in, Wolverine. Gary Service told us that the emerald, ac-
cording to legend, was smashed by a wooden staff.

The Professor could feel Wolverine’s smile through
the link. In that case, my claws should have no problem.

The Professor hesitated. Cyclops’s plan was sound, as
always, but it meant increasing Cain’s power.

But Robert Service was the greater threat here. Better
the evil you know, as the saying went. If stopping Service
meant increasing Cain’s power, then that was what they
had to do.



X-MEN

““Very well, X-Men. One thing, however. If you suc-
ceed in smashing the emerald back into its three parts, we
must get those pieces away from there as quickly as pos-
sible, without touching them. And without letting Cain get
them. They are too deadly.”

You got dat right, Gambit said. Dem t’ings messed up
Remy’ home.

Understood, said Cyclops, and like thoughts came
from the others.

“Good luck,” he said.

Then he cut the link with the team. The strain was
beginning to take its toll.

The dark coolness of his study closed in around him
and he let himself sink down slightly in his hoverchair.
He was worried, both for his team, and for the first time
in years, for the life of his stepbrother.

If this didn’t work, there would be no telling what
Service might do to him. And that possibility the Profes-
sor didn’t even want to think about.

And if it did work, the Juggernaut could become an
even greater menace.

Whatever else had happened between them, Cain
Marko was still family, and Charles Xavier could not
bring himself to wish him ill. At least, not the level of ill
that Robert Service would do to him if Cyclops’s plan
failed.

Cyclops took a deep breath of as the Professor cut the
telepathic link. Then he glanced around at the fight going
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on between the Juggernaut and Robert Service. They were
still just standing toe to toe, holding onto the other’s gem,
smashing at each other. Once again, a barrier of ionized
air was forming around them.

Stalemate.

Well, he thought, if this works, that 'l be broken in a
minute.

Cyclops nodded to Bishop, who once again thrust his
hands into the energy being generated by the two behe-
moths.

As Bishop had feared, it did not distract them this
time. Go, Jean, Cyclops thought to his wife through the
rapport they shared.

Scott Summers could see the frown of intense con-
centration on the face of the woman he loved as she tried
to drive the combatants apart.

For a moment nothing happened. Service and Jug-
gernaut continued to pound at each other, oblivious to
Bishop’s presence right next to them.

Then, just for a moment, they broke apart, looks of
surprise on both their faces.

“Now!”” Cyclops shouted.

Bishop, being the closest, was the first to fire, hitting
the ruby with all the power he’d just accumulated.

Cyclops fired a beam as tight as the one he’d used to
dig the trench earlier.

Storm sent a barrage of lightning.

Gambit had ran out of cards, so he grabbed several
rocks and branches and tossed them with unerring accu-
racy at Juggernaut’s chest.

267



X-MEN

It looked for a moment like a miniature bomb had
exploded in front of Cain Marko.

The Juggernaut screamed.

So did Robert Service.

Then, the X-Men’s barrage still in full force, Jugger-
naut charged forward and bodyslammed Service, who
landed fifteen feet away on his back.

“Cease fire!” Cyclops ordered, cutting off his optic
blast. “Wolverine, now!”

To an observer unfamiliar with Wolverine, they
would think that he was leaping onto the chest of a de-
fenseless man and slicing his heart out.

But Cyclops knew Logan was more precise than that.
With three precise swipes, he slashed at the emerald.

Service screamed once again, and slammed a fist into
Wolverine’s stomach that send the Canadian mutant flying
back toward the estate. Rogue flew off to rescue him.

Then Service tried to get up.

There was a huge explosion of bright green light.

Force blasted outward, like a solid, invisible wall,
smashing through the air and mowing down everything
and everybody in its path.

Cyclops tumbled head over heels, coming up flat on
the grass facing the lawn. The wind was knocked out of
him, but he could still see what was happening to the two
giants and his team.

Service tumbled three or four times, head over heels,
then lay still on the grass. Right before Cyclops’s eyes
Service shrunk down to a normal size.

The Juggernaut was tossed a hundred feet backward,
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landing with such force that he plowed a five-foot-deep
trench in the lawn.

Rogue, while trying to retrieve Wolverine, was
smashed into the house. Both of them ended up crashing
through a second-story bedroom.

Storm managed to protect herself with her power and
ride out the force wave.

Phoenix somehow had gotten a protective bubble
around Gambit and herself, but no one else.

Hank was slowly picking himself out of a rose bush.
Bishop had been thrown against a tree, but he too moved
slowly.

And on the tom up-grass where the two combatants
had just been fighting, three emeralds lay, shining in the
afternoon sun.

Cain shook his head and managed to sit up.

He was a good distance from where he’d been fight-
ing with Service. Most of the windows were blown out
of the mansion and his stepbrother’s annoying group were
scattered around the huge lawn like child’s toys tossed
away. Granted, they had helped him feel stronger by feed-
ing him energy. But that didn’t make up for trapping him
in that stupid hole.

He climbed to his feet and looked around.

Where was Service?

Then he noticed the naked, normal-sized man laying
face down on the lawn and realized he had won.

He also realized the pain in his chest had stopped. It
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had been there so long, it seemed, that he’d almost gotten
used to it, like he’d almost gotten used to the beatings
from his father.

But now, like his father, the pain was gone.

He could feel nothing. No drive to find anything. No
direction to follow.

He was free again.

And he was going to make sure he stayed that way.

On the grass near where the naked man lay was the
emerald, now in three pieces again. He would make sure
that no one ever could hurt him again with that stone.

Ever.

Keeping his eyes focused on the stone, he started back
toward where he and Service had fought.

Suddenly he was hit from the side by that annoying
little furball, the Beast. He grabbed him and tossed him
in the direction of the huge hole in the yard.

Then Storm faced him, holding up her hand for him
to stop.

“No, Cain,” she said. “Don’t touch the stones.”

He ignored her and kept going, now not more than
twenty steps away from the largest of the emeralds.

Suddenly a huge wind was hitting him squarely in the
chest, pushing him backward. He caught his footing and
pushed forward, one step slow at a time.

Nothing was going to stop him.

Nothing.

Especially Charles’s annoying little group.
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“Storm!” Cyclops shouted with what breath he could
muster, pushing himself back to his feet at the same time.

The Juggernaut was headed back for the emeralds.
The Beast had tried to stop him and gotten brushed aside.
Bishop stood before him, shortly joined by Rogue flying
down with Wolverine from the second story, but he was
still coming, getting closer and closer.

Someone had to move those emeralds. And the only
one of them who could do that without touching them
was Storm.

“ Storm, blow the emeralds over by me, quickly!”

The Juggernaut had forced Rogue back almost to the
emeralds now, and had smashed aside Bishop like he was
nothing more than an annoying weed in his way.

Storm formed a wind with consummate ease—given
the microblizzard and the tornado, the winds had already
intensified to a degree most atypical for midsummer, so
it was a simple matter for Ororo to give them a push.

Within seconds all three stones landed on the grass
in front of him. That had bought them another twenty
paces and a few more minutes.

Cyclops stared at the dangerous gems at his feet, then
shouted to Phoenix who had joined the fight with Rogue
to slow down the Juggernaut.

Suddenly, he heard the Professor’s voice in his head.
Cyclops, quickly, you must blast the emeralds the same
way you blasted the ruby.

“But won’t that increase their power?” Cyclops said.

And decrease Cain's. Do it!

Cyclops hesitated only for a second. Still, he had al-
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ways trusted Charles Xavier in the past. He saw no reason
to stop now.

Please, Scott—this may he our chance to finally end
the menace of the Juggernaut.

Cyclops fired a wide optic blast at the three emerald
fragments. At the same time, he directed an instruction at
Phoenix to have Bishop, Storm, and Gambit once again
join him, while the others were to keep the Juggernaut at
bay.

They hit the fragments with everything they had.

“No!” "

The shout came from the Juggernaut. Through his
rapport with Phoenix, Cyclops could sense that Cain had
brushed all four X-Men away with one tremendous blow
and was now stomping toward the emerald.

The fragments started to glow an eerie green.

Juggernaut cried out again, this time in pain.

That’s when Cyclops felt something gnawing at his
mind ...

Gary Service managed to crawl out of the remains of the
side door of the mansion and stand. Outside, the Jugger-
naut and the costumed heroes stood around some kind of
green glow. They looked like they were in a trance.

He looked around at the once-beautiful yard of the
Service family estate. Now the place looked exactly like
it was: a battlefield. It would take months, maybe years,
and a lot of cash, to restore the grounds to their former
glory.
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Then Gary saw his brother, lying face down in the
grass. At normal size.

His heart sank. Did they kill him? Was there no other
way?

He ran over and knelt beside Robert. He wasn’t
breathing.

In college, Gary had taken a course in CPR. It had
been years since he put those classes to use, but he
wouldn’t give up on Robert, not without a fight.

Slowly, Gary rolled his brother over onto his back.
An ugly red burn covered the center of his chest, but
otherwise he didn’t seem to be injured.

He massaged the heart five times, right at the edge of
the scarring from where the emerald had been. Then he
grabbed Robert’s nose, inhaled quickly, and breathed
once.

He repeated the maneuver.

Five compressions. One breath.

Over and over again.

He lost track of how many times he did it.

Five compressions. One breath.

Then Robert coughed.

“Robert?” Gary said. “Robert, can you hear me?”

“What—what happened?” Robert said in a small
voice. It was a complete contrast from the booming voice
he had been using since first coming into contact with the
emerald.

“How do you feel?”

“ Awful. Did—did you save my life?”

Gary' shrugged. “I guess | did, yeah.”
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“Why?”
“Because you’re my brother.”

Centuries ago, the power of Cyttorak seeped through the
emerald situated in the right hand of a great statue and
entranced two young monks with easily molded minds.

Then another monk shattered the emerald, and left its
accompanying ruby buried.

But the power was still there.

And it was enticing.

It had enticed a lonely trapper in the Northwest Ter-
ritories and given him eternal life.

It had enticed an ambitious construction worker in
New Orleans and given him power to control the city.

And it had enticed a man who had spent his life being
beaten down by his father and given him great strength.

Now the power of the emerald had lost its conduit.
So it reached out once again. Just as the ruby that once
rested in the statue’s left hand had reached out to a weak
young bully named Cain Marko and turned him into an
unstoppable force, so did the emerald seek another like
Albert Jonathan, Wingate Toole, and Robert Service.

Instead, it found the X-Men.

It found people who had faced the worst humanity
had to offer. It found people who had overcome adversity,
both physical and spiritual, and always come back.

It found people who knew the risks of absolute power,
knew how it corrupted, and knew to resist it at all costs.

It found heroes.
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Phoenix, who carried the memories of a creature that
took her form and personality and succumbed to near-
absolute power to become a being of evil. Storm, who
had once been worshipped as a goddess, and understood
the pitfalls of trying to be a human deity. The Beast, the
rationalist whose interest in the emerald was purely sci-
entific, and who had seen too much as an X-Man,
Avenger, and Defender to ever be tempted by the power
of Cyttorak. Gambit, who had seen what the emerald had
done to his hometown and rejected it outright. Wolverine,
whose mind and body had been tampered with by forces
outside his control and who would never willingly accept
such again. Bishop, who came from a future where he
lived under the yoke of absolute power. Rogue, who lived
with the possibility, and the fear, of becoming something
other than herself anytime she touched someone.

And Cyclops, the leader, who had fought for a dream
of harmony among humans longer than any of them, for
whom the idea of absolute power was anathema.

They all rejected the power.

But the power was still there. Building.

Building.

Until it exploded.

The last thing Rogue remembered was some kind of green
explosion. Then there was something weird in her head,
then another green explosion. Then nothing.

The next thing she knew, she woke up on the ruined
grounds of the Service estate. The other X-Men were un-
conscious.
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There was no sign of Robert Service.

However, Juggernaut was still present.

“How d’ya like that?” Cain said, staring at the
ground.

Rogue followed his gaze to a huge hole of charred
earth. She remembered that that’s where the broken em-
erald was.

“Where’d it go?” she asked.

“Looks like it’s gone. Even after it came offa Ser-
vice’s chest, | could feel it. But | don’t feel nothin’ now.”
He looked back at Rogue. “Far as I’'m concerned, lady,
this’s over. 1’'m still pissed at you guys for puttin’ me in
that hole, but you guys destroyed the jewel, so | figure
we’re even, for now.”

Rogue looked around. Wolverine was starting to stir,
but none of the other X-Men were moving anytime soon.
And she wasn’t in any shape to take on the Juggernaut
alone—or even with Wolverine, once he recovered.

“For now, yeah, we’re even, Marko. ’Sides, we still
owe ya for helpin’ against Magneto, so we’ll letcha go."

Juggernaut snorted. “You’re all heart, girlie. Fact is,
you couldn’t stop me if you wanted. Just remember—
nothin’ stops the Juggernaut.”

With that, Cain Marko simply walked off.

Gary hung up the phone and looked over at his brother,
whom he’d placed on the couch, wrapped in a blanket.
The ambulance would arrive shortly. What Gary had
hoped would happen, had happened. Robert had returned
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to normal size and would spend time in jail for his crime,
if he ever recovered from the shock.

And Gary would have control over the Service busi-
nesses. And the people who would benefit from that fact
would be charity.

Lots and lots of charities.






Institute on his hoverchair, moving silently into the
study. The day had been a long one, but a successful
one. Robert Service had been returned to normal, the em-
erald destroyed, and Cain calmed down. And no member
of the team seriously hurt. Indeed, the team had overcome
great temptation. He was proud of them.

In the study, Scott, Jean, Ororo, Remy, Rogue, and
Bishop sat in chairs, sprawled out like the tired beings
they were. Hank was already back hard at work in the lab
and Wolverine had said he needed some time alone and
had pulled one of his usual disappearing acts.

Scott and Jean sat side by side in the big overstuffed
armchair. Rogue was in another of the big chairs and
Remy rested on the arm of the chair beside her, his hand
resting comfortably on her shoulder.

Storm had the couch to herself while Bishop sat
straight in one of the smaller chairs, his eyes and mind
clearly not focused on whatever banter the five others had
been engaged in.

The Professor floated his chair up near the fireplace
and faced his team. “Excellent work, everyone.”

“We were lucky,” Scott said. “If Cain had gotten
that emerald, the world would be a different place.”

“That it would,” agreed the Professor. The thought
of Cain having a hundred times the power he did now
just made him shudder.

“Or if Service had beaten Cain,” Jean said.

-I-he Professor floated through the cool rooms of the
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“Let’s not even go into that possibility,” Bishop said,
his voice flat and clear.

“How’s Robert Service doing?” Jean asked the Pro-
fessor.

The Professor shook his head sadly. ‘*Amazingly, he
has already regained consciousness. But Gary Service told
me just a few minutes before | came in here that Robert
might be clinically insane.”

“Insane?” Scott said. “You’re kidding?”

“Enough of a shock will send anyone over the edge,”
the Professor said.

“Poor Gary,” Rogue said. “Lost his father and now
this with his brother, all in the same week.”

The Professor suppressed a laugh. At the end of his
phone call with Gary, he had offered to help fund the
Institute. The Professor had turned him down politely, but
the offer sounded as if Gary was doing just fine with his
newfound wealth and power.

After a moment, Scott said, “1’m sorry we couldn’t
cure Cain. But the emerald fragments destroyed them-
selves before they had a chance to make any significant
changes to him.”

The Professor sighed. “Thank you, Scott, but it was
a longshot. As I said, Cain and the ruby have been bonded
to each other a long time now. It would take more than
that to cure him of being the Juggernaut now.’” He hesi-
tated. “But | had to make the attempt. After all, he is my
brother.”

“Family,” Rogue said, shaking her head in disgust.
“Too bad we can’t pick our families, huh?”

The Professor glanced around the room at his team,
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then smiled. “ Sometimes, | think we can,”

Scott and Jean both broke into broad smiles. They
knew exactly what he meant. The X-Men were family.
And one way or another, they all knew it.

He turned his hoverchair around and headed back for
his study. Over his shoulder he said, “Dinner will be in
one hour. Don’t be late.”

Then smiling to himself, he went back to work.

Two days later at Andreassi Memorial Hospital, Gary Ser-
vice watched his brother through a one-way observation
window. Beside him, Dr. Reeves stood, also watching.

Robert was strapped to his bed, a huge bandage on
his chest where the emerald had been just a few days
before. He was twisting back and forth, doing his best to
break free. All the time swearing and holding a conver-
sation with himself.

“1 know it’s early, Doctor,” Gary said, staring at his
brother, “but do you have any idea what’s happened to
him?”

The doctor nodded. “The preliminary diagnosis is
that he’s suffering from Multiple Personality Disorder.”

Gary glanced at the doctor. “You’re kidding? He’s
never shown any indications of that in the past.”

“Perhaps, Mr. Sendee, but he’s showing evidence of
it now.” He consulted Robert’s chart. “In addition to his
own personality, he’s also modulated into two others. One
is a fur trapper from Idaho, and the other is a—"

“ A gangster from New Orleans,” Gary said, finishing
the doctor’s sentence.
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Reeves turned and faced Gary, his eyes cold and very
serious. “1 thought you said he had shown no indications
of MPD in the past.”

“He hasn’t,” Gary said, staring at his brother through
the glass. ‘‘But a short while back Robert stole something
very important from them both.”

“Guilt, huh?” the doctor said softly. “That might
help us treat him.”

Gary took one more look at his brother, then turned
to the doctor. **Do anything you can to help him. Money
is no object. After all, he is the only family | have.”

The doctor nodded. “1 understand.”

Gary only nodded at him, then headed out the door
whistling softly to himself. His father’s funeral was in two
hours and there were still details that needed to be re-
solved. Details he’d always hoped to one day have to
solve.

Family details.

Centuries ago, a monk shattered the emerald of Cyttorak.
But it was not destroyed. Instead, it was scattered into the
winds of time.

Two days ago, a mutant named Logan shattered the
emerald of Cyttorak again. And again, it was scattered
into the winds of time.

One fragment went two hundred years into the future.
It appeared on the underside of a dead coral reef in the
Atlantic Ocean near Key West.

The second fragment travelled twenty years, materi-
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alizing in the foundation of a construction site in Kansas
City, just as the concrete was being poured into it.

The third and final piece went a mere two weeks into
the future in a trash bin resting behind an apartment build-
ing in Manhattan.

And the power waited once again.
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