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Introduction

Stan Lee



Q§I
Every Time a Bell Rings

Brian K. Vaughan



“It'snotthe fall that kills you ... 1t’s the Ianding.” IS

that how the old E)oke goes? Weird, | had always heard that

¥our life flashes before your eyes right before you die. As |

~ Tell thousands of feet from the mldm?h_t sky t0 my rapidly

approaching death below, the only thm% | could think about were bad

puns | heard in first grade and the way that )rear’s teacher, Mrs. Chin-
char, smelled like strawberries and Elmer’s glue.

My name is Warren Worthington 111 (Dad forces me use the embar-
rassing “third”), and | can fly. That’s rl_ght,flfy..Not metaphorically, mind
you. Or with the assistance of some kind of aircraft. Nope, | cani fly.

| know a lot of people would give anything for this ability, but trust
me, Iookm? back at idiotically practicing myfirst high-altitude barrel
role at the tender age of fifteen E)wnh the vast wisdom that comes with
now being sixteen), | realize that flying just makes life hell.

The problems began a few years a?o when | noticed two small
lumps on mY back, just below my shoulders. Eventually a couple of,
and | swear this is true, feathers pierced through my skin. At first, they
were just an itchy annoyance, but over time, they grew. By the time’l
was fourteen, | had full-blown, soft, white plumage and a twelve-foot
wingspan,

ﬁankfully they were incredibly flexible, so | could hide them
somewhat comfortably underneath a normal dress shirt using one of my
father’s large leather belts bound around my chest to hold them down.

| know, | know. Why bother hiding them? Why not show everyone
m){ amazing “gift”? Well, sorry, but | had no interest in joining a carni-
val sideshow or becoming some sort of religious icon. Having come
from a long line of men and women who had always valued sameness
(see: Warren Worthington and Warren Worthington Jr.), | knew that
most people fear and hate the thmgs that make us different,

Besides, sprouting new appendages was a lot more terrifying than |
probably made it out'to be, I mean, 1 know that puberty isn’t easy for
any kid, but molting wasn’t exactly something they covered in health
class. Lots of kids refuse to take group showers, but'l somehow suspect
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that my reasons for doing so were a tad more unique than the rest of the
quys in gym class, you know? _

| was so confused by the things that it was another year before |
even considered that maybe they were actually functional. After several
experimental jumps off of staircases, I gradually worked my way up to
the roof of Worthington Manor and, eventually, to the hugé oak'in our
backyard. For just a second, after st_eppmq 0ff that old tree’s tallest
branch and gliding under the moonlight, all of the hardship that my
wmgAslhad tbrought me almost seemed worthwhile.

most.

Anyway, none of this was gomg to matter in ten seconds or o, as
| was about to become a feathered pancake on the soccer field that
be_Ion?s to St Ignatius, the exclusive all-boys Preparatory school |
still aftend (in the grand tradition of all Worthington men). As | strug-
gled to keep my eyes open against the wh||op|ng wind, 1 thought of
my mother and” how proud she was when | %ot accepted. | thought
about how she looked when she wore her hair down for sad occasions,
?nd trlled to imagine which black dress she would put on for my
uneral,

And | suddenly realized that I wasn't Pping to die that day.

Pull it tq?ether, Warren! My own cruel inner voice sounded like my
father's familiar screaming, and the sudden shock of recognition that
came with the memory snapped me to attention,

Yaw, rolland. .. Comeon ... o

Flymgi is a lot harder that you would imagine. Birds don’t have to
read countless books on Bernoulli’s principles of air pressure; but then
again, birds were designed to ﬂK' Teenage bO?/S weren’t. We're heavy,
awkward, and like Icarus (I had a mythology i)aper due on Mr.
Thomas’s desk the next day), | assumed that we al
gance in the end.

Yaw rolland... . . _

Inches away from kissing the ill-kept sports field, | kicked out mr
legs, hugged the tiniest current hidden in the still ar, and forced all
tW9|\|§¢tfﬁ$t of my limp wings open and taut.

itch!

Narrowly missing slamming into one of the soccer field’s rusty
goal hoxes, 1 banked up hard and slowed to a stop, clumsily somer-
saulting onto the hard earth. Digging my fingers into the warm, won-

paid for our arro-
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derful soil, I collapsed in exhaustion and promptly vomited up that
evening’s chicken-fried steak.

See what | mean about flying?

By the dim light of the moon, | did my best to clean up, and care-
fuIIY ound my wings to%ether. Replacm%_my uniform shirt, | noticed
the Targe stack oan%ht_ rothers biographies and books on barometric
pressure | had brought with me to the field. S

| kicked them as hard as | could, destroying their fragile bindings.
Loose pages wafted to the earth more Hently that | ever could.

| felt ridiculous. | was no good at flying and I clearly wasn’t meant
to do it. | didn’t want to do it. Right then and there, | made a solemn
vow to visit the school nurse the very next morning to ask how the stu-
pid growths could be removed before—

"Hey, War'I” a voice cried from the darkness. “Warren? Warren!”

Suddenly, a squat figure appeared. It was Benny Yorkes, mi room-
mate, lah partner and best friend. With large, wide teeth that looked like
Scrabble pieces, predictably thick-rimmed glasses, and a constellation
of acne covering his face, Benny knew what it was like to be a social
outcast much more than my tall, blond, rich, tradltlonaIIY handsome
self ever could. | was closer to him than | had ever been to any other
human being in the world. _

“God, I've been searchln? all over for you, Warren!” Benny said,
Iookln? even worse than usual. He was sweating, shaking.

“Slow down, Benny. What’s going on?”

“It’s Sullivan. He’s dead.”

“What?” _ , o

_I'had no idea how to react to this. Dan Sullivan was a bright kid
with a big, dopey smile and a penchant for causing trouble, whether it
was letting ferréts loose in the halls of our sister school or sealing
Headmaster White’s car doors shut with a new polymer bond he made
in science class. He wasn't a friend, barely an acquaintance really, but
Sullivan was still my classmate. Mg eig tY-four-year-pId Grandpa’s
passmg had been a Shock, but the death of a fellow fifteen-year-old
seemed ... unreal, | quess. o

“They .. . they said he was murdered, War’. Somebody killed him.”

“Who? Who would—"

“I don’t know, but when | went back to the room to tell you, you
weren’t there, and | thought that, | thought.. ”
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Suddenly, Benny grabbed my hands. _ _
Slowly, | raised my hand and patted him reassuringly. “I'm fine,
Benr\%. I’m fine.”
~ We awkwardly pulled ourselves apart as Benny stammered, “The
Pr_lests are checking up on the rest of us to make sure we're okay. They
hink whoever killed Sullivan might still be out here. We have to get
back to the dorm right now!” o
_ Hastily picking up what remained of my tattered aviation books, |
said, “Sure. Of course. |—" _
Impatient, Benny knelt down to help me collect my belongings,
looking at the texts with confusion. “What are you, studying to be a
pilot or somethm??"
“No, Benny. If God had wanted us to fly . . ”
“Yeah, yeah, Jeah. Come on, let’s get out of here!”
Dismembered flight books in hand, Benny Yorkes and I ran through
the darkness, thinking of our fallen classmate.

High above the funeral of Daniel T. Sullivan, blackbirds circled. They
didn’t seem disrespectful, but they didn’t seem reverent either, really.
The¥1ust circled. , _ _

t wasn't raining like it always does at funerals in movies. Thick
off-white clouds hung low in the sky, sunlight occasionally breaking
thrOKAqh their ragged edges. _ _ _

rs. Sullivan wasn't crying, but Mr. Sullivan was. This surprised
me, | supPose. Mg parents sent their condolences to the family, unable
to make it out to St. Ignatius for the funeral because of “pressing busi-
ness concerns.”

“| heard they had to have a closed casket because he was . . .
torn open and, and, gutted. Could that be true, War'?” Benny whis-
pered while squirming in his ill-fitting maroon blazer. The two of us
'StOI(()dt together at the very back of the sea of identical brownish-red
ackets.

J “Don’t know. Nobody’s sayir]g)anything about the actual murder.”

“Well, who do you think did it?”

“| don’t know, Benny. Some psychopath, probably.”

“| think it was someone here,” he said nervously, “I bet someone
from the school killed him.”

“Like who, Ben?”
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“Him,” he muttered, subtly pointing to Hallahan, our resident
spooky ghroundskeeper (trust mé, every private school has one?. A vet-
eran of the war, Hallahan was a victim of mustard gas, an attack that
left him without tear ducts, Every few seconds, he had to lick his thumb
and eenh{ draq it across his eyeballs. _ o

“Well... Twouldn’t want to be caught in a room alone with him,
but that doesn’t mean Hallahan is a murderer.” _

~ “He’s the one who found the body. Said that he thinks he saw some
kind of ‘animal’ attackmgz Sullivan.”Pretty convenient, huh? Look at
him! That creepshow’s not going to be shedding any tears for Sullivan,
that’s for sure. _

_ As the funeral drew to a close and Daniel’s parents departed arm
in arm, Father White, the stem headmaster of St. Ignatius and Sulli-
van's archenemy, gathered us together in a small circle. The priest’s
thick, black eyebrows danced wildly underneath his incompatible
\évthllte h?,lr as Ne lectured us loudly, “Boys, a great evil has visited

. lgnatius ..

genny looked at me and rolled his eyes. _

“As you all know,” White continued, softly now, “Mr. Sullivan was
avery ... troubled child. Satan held a powerful influence over him. He
was not strong enough to fight for his own salvation, and in the end, he
?ald for his moral cowardice with his life, Pray for guidance, boys. Pray
or salvation, lest such a fate befall you!” _

The headmaster looked directly at Benny and me. “That is all.”

Shocked but not surprised by his typically callous words, we
slowly disassembled and headed for the dorms. Confidently, I turned to
Benny and asked, “You know what I’'m thinking, right?”

“Yep. White killed him ” _

“If he didn’t, I don’t know who did. | mean, he—"

_ Suddenly, Benny i)ut out his arm and stopped me in m>{ tracks. He
pointed to a dylng willow tree on the outskirts of the school’s quperty.
Sitting in its shade and smoking was one Chadwick von Stroheim, an
antisocial new transfer student who loved to terrorize the younﬁer boys.
Spotting us, the hulkln% teenager shot an icy stare while casually blow-
ing a Peometrlcally pertect smoke ring. _

Slowly, Benny and | turned to each other and nodded, silently
acknowledging that this odd character was certainly responsible for the
murder of Danny Sullivan,
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“So, am | ever I.E;oing to get back those aviation books | lent you, Mr.
Worthington?” Father Timothy Ober asked with a knowing grin.
~ Ober (Father Tim to his older st_udents? was St. Ignatius’s Impossibly

thin b|o]o%y professor and fencing instructor. The youngest of Ignatius’s
staff, this broomstick of a man was also the most approachable.

“Of course, Father,” I said guiltily. “I’ll, uh, have them back to you
soon.

lélo hurry, son. Making any headway on that science experiment of
yours: o .
~ “Some,” | mumbled, slumping into one of the many identical desks
in the vast science lab. | liked the way all of the perfectly arranged,
unoccugled chairs looked in the mostly"empty room. Calm, | guess.

Father Tim sat on the edge of an experiments table and slowly took
offhis glasses, his stock restnse for concern. “What’s the matter, War-
ren? Is it Daniel? His ... his death has been hard on all of us, you
know. | was very close to him, too. He was a ... a wonderful student.”

“Sure,” | said, tracing my finger thoughtlessIY around the initials
carved into the desk by students Ion% since graduated. “But, to be hon-
est, t‘hl\?t’?s,pot what's reaIIX been bothering me.”

0

“No. Father, do you know anythin%_about... | don’t know quite
gpf\%v t0 th,rase this. Do you know anything about people who are . .
ifferent’

He tapped one end of his folded glasses against his brow, closed his
eves and nodded. Choosing his words slowly and deliberately, he
finally offered, “Warren, I think I’ve heard this line of questlonlng% more
times'than you could imagine. Let me remind you that you are free to
tell me absolutely anything in the very strictest of confidence.”

: “D%”you know anything about people bom with something ...
strange’

Sgurprised, he instantly replaced his %Iasses and stared at me with
confusion. “Strange? Why, you mean, birth defects or—"

“Not necessarily strange. Maybe | mean ... extra.” _

~ “Ah,” Father Tim exclaimed, leaping from the table and racing for
his bookshelf. “Extra!”

Off of the top shelf, he grabbed a large hardbound book and
cracked it open before me, saying, “I’ve been reading the most fasci-
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nating thesis by a brilliant geneticist named Charles . . He flipped the
book over, searching for the author. “Xavier, that’s it! He has pioneered
remarkable research in just the kind of mutations I think you may be
concerned about.” _ o

He looked at the heavy text for a moment before finally handing it
t? me, cautiously adding, “It’s heady stuff, Warren. Try not'to drown in
It, now.” _

Graciously, | took the thesis, collected my blazer and backpack and
headed for the door with, “Thank you, Father Tim. I can’t tell you how
muchlappreuate it , _

“Certainly, Mr, Worthln_?ton,’_’ he smiled. “Try to return this one
before the end of the next millennium, eh?”

Inspired with the newfound hope of potential “normalcy” after reading
Xavier's thesis, | decided to return to the soccer field that very evening
to further explore what the author had referred to as my “mutant ability.
_Waiting for Benny to finally begin his predictablé snoring pattern, |
quietly climbed out of our first-floor window and charged across St
Ignatius’s Immense property. _ _
Suddenlkl noticing a single, glowing orange dot emanating from
%mdﬁrneath he school’s ancient willow tree, | stopped dead in my
racks.
~ “Chadwick,” | said, watching the notorious bully calmly puff on his
cigarette. “What are you doing out at this hour?”
- “Just catching & smoke, Worthington.” He exhaled. “Though |
might ask the same of you.” _
| racked my brain for any plausible excuse at all, but before | could
dream up an approPrlate story, the overgrown transfer student flicked
the flaming remnants of his cigarette in ablazing arc ending at my feet,
and gmetly walked away. o
tanding there for some time, | watched Chadwick until he eventu-
ally disappeared in the campus’ shadows. | tried to picture him rlppm([q
Danny Sullivan to pieces, but seeing those images in my head felt
wron%. | sprinted for the soccer field, opening my mouth wide and let-
ting the cold night air pour into me. _
Inches from my makeshift “runway” at the soccer field, | heard the
most terrible sound you could |ma?|ne. , ,
| had seen the word bloodcurdling used in horror stories before, but
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it meant absolutely nothing to me until | listened to the shrill wail com-
ing from the groundskeeper’s quarters down by our football field.

Benny was right. Hallahan was the killer. and while | stood there
motionless, he was probably taking the life of another student. I could
have run for heIP, but I knew the deed would be finished by the time |
made it back to the dorms. I like to think that it was bravery that drove
mtlef_tohrun for Hallahan’s quarters on my own, but it was probably just
selfishness.

After Sullivan’s, | never wanted to attend a classmate’s funeral
again.

: Racing for the groundskeeper’s small cabin, I found his front door
open. Upon closer Inspection, | learned that the door wasn’t open, it
was missing, tom from its hinges and casuallliy discarded outside.

“Who’s here? I ... | heard screams!” Every heartbeat made my
hands shake. _ S _

| fumbled in the darkness for a light switch. Finding it, | immedi-
ately wished | hadn’t. Hard yellow ||([1 t spilled out of a hanging over-
head lamp. The swmqllngi 5ﬁotllght alternately revealed and concealed
the lifeless body of Hallahan, still cIutchln(‘; the pair of gardening
shears he unsuccessfully used to fend off his attacker,

His eyes were mIS$In(_1. The empty sockets were filled with shallow
pudales ofblood that rippled slightly as | cautlousIY steﬁ)ped closer. The
elderly man’s body had been ripped open vertically along the ventral
portion of the body (’Lthlnk it was ventral anyway, we had done the
same to fetal pigs the rewous,seme_ster?. hecuts were jagged,
uneven, as if the claws ot some wild animal had made them. | tried to
vomit, but my body could only muster up dry, painful hackm?. ,

Suddenly, I heard a noise amidst the silence. Heavy. Rhythmic. By
the time | reco?nlzed It as breathing, it was right behind me.

With a deafening roar, the creature was on top of me. It was as large
as a bear, though it clearly wasn’t one. The bulk of its weight rested on
its large, muscular hind legs. The beast had my shoulders pinned to the
ground with rugged talons. This time, a childhood memory | had for-
gotten years ago, accidentally swmml_n? into the forbidden deep end of
our family pool, suddenly popped vividly into my head. Strange.

Somehow flndm?.the courage to look up at my executioner, | saw
only the silhouette of its long snout, which dripped warm, foam% saliva
on my neck. As the low-hanging lamp swung directly overhead, |
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ca?_ght a sit?gle glimpse of its eyes. They looked almost human. Apolo-
etic, maybe.
g_ As | Yistened to the animal’s jaws clack into their most open posi-
tion, | desperately fingered for Hallahan’s rust){ shears. Just barely tak-
ing hold of a single handle, I swung the dull blades high in the air and
pIunXed them deep into the beast’s woolly neck. _

s the creature let outa howl of clear agony, I rolled free of |ts,ﬂrasp,
bolted to my feet and ran as fast as | ever have or probably ever will.

Charging onto the football field outside, | frantically fought for my
bearings as my eyes adjusted to the darkness. | heard the wounded
monster stumbling to the_groundskeeper’s doorway. The faded white
numbers painted on the field’s grass told me that the thing was pre-
cisely fifty-two yards away from me.

Maybe it couldn’t see'me. _

A few steps later, | finally admitted to myself that | wasn’t going to
be that lucky. Wasting the time to_look hehind me, I could see that it
was now only forty yards away. The thing was closing on me at an
unbelievable pace.

Thirty yards. _

, Reco%mz_ln% that there was no way that | could outrun him, I real-
ized that T still had one chance to outdistance him. | frantically began
tearing at the buttons of my shirt.

Twenty yards. o _

L could smell the stench of Hallahan’s insides on the monster. ng-
ping my last three buttons off, | discarded the garment and went to
work on the thick leather belt around my chest. As my feet pumped and
my trembling hands fumbled at the buckle, my restless wings fought
hopelessly to free themselves.

Ten yards. _ o

~ “Our Father who art in Heaven!” | yelled—mstmchveh{, | suppose.
Dlrectl?/ behind me, | could hear the animal’s staccato qal oping. Pan-
icked, [ finally opened the belt... only to have the buckle catch on the
strap’s final Aole. Screaming, | raised my arms, and tore the belt off
over mJ head. Gloriously, my beautiful, wonderful wings finally
unfurled.

Five yards. _ .

| poured on the speed, preparm? for takeoff. | could feel its breath
on my leg hair. My wings desperately searched for the lift they needed.
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The creature pounced.

“Yes!” Finally, my throbhing wings found what they needed and
m lftlaet left the ‘ground. . .just as the beast’s paw grabbed for my
ankle!

But it was too late, N _

| didn’t dare look back. | had escaped within a millimeter of my life
and my only plan was to flap my stupid wings as hard as I could until |
made it back to the relative safey of school _

Reaching the campus, | suddenly realized that my shirtless body
would re(iuwe a little more explanation than | was ready to give in one
night, so | made the difficult decision to first return to my dorm room. |
had absolutely no idea what | would tell my roomie when | saw him.

Arching my shoulders, my wings came together and shot straight
up behind me &5 | rocketed through my room’s open window and landed
with a resounding thump on the dus ?/ floorboards. After all, | figured
there was no harm in making my revelation a little dramatic for—

“Benny?” | looked around, only to find my roommate’s bed
unoccupied. , _ _

“No...” | whispered. What if that thing had gotten to other stu-
dents as well? | collapsed my wings and threw ona baggy sweatshirt
seconds before the door to my room slammed open.

Terrified, | swung around... only to see a frantic Benny at the
doorway.

“Benn}/.! Are you okay?”

“I'm fine,” Ne said "breathlessly. “Where have you been, you
moron? | heard screaming out in the fields and woke up . .. and, and
you were gone. | went to see |f2/ou were with Father Tim, buthe wasn’t
In his quarters either. God, I thought you were dead, Warren! What
were you doing out there?”

“Benny, I'm fine! | couldn’t sleep, so | went out to ... to run some
laps,” I liéd unconvincingly. “We have to go get Headmaster White!
Benny, | saw Hallahan “get murdered! ~Something... something
attacked him.” _ .

“Something?” he asked, staring at me with equal parts horror and
confusion. “Was it. . . what, an animal?” _

“No” | whispered. "It was human, but different. It had
something ... extra.”
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* * %

After answering questions as best I could for doubtful Folice officers, |
walked across camPus with Father Tim. Following Hallahan’s murder,
no student could leave his room without being accompanied by a
teacher. All classes were temporarllg cancelled and “the Green,” as'we
referred to the big field that connected St. I%natlus’s various buildings,
Was abnormaIIE/ silent. Our school’s ancient bell tower, located in the
dead center of the Green, cast a long dark shadow over the two of us as
we walked. _ _ _ _

~ We strolled in silence for a while before I finally said, “Father Tim,
this sounds stupid, but... Do you think God makes some people better
than others? Does he make some worse?”

He was ﬁollte enough to pause and consider this even though he
doubtlessly had an answer prepared already. “Well, Warren . .. God
makes us all in His image, None of us are made better or worse than
anyone else. We're just different.” .

“But what about what those men were saying?” | asked. “About
how maybe these murders could have been done by a ... by a mutant?
Does God make mutants? Are thex_gopd or evil?”

The pause seemed 3enume this time. “Well, yes, | suppose even
these mutations are God’s children, Warren. Whether they're good or
evil is up to them. God’s gift of free will is a glorious and terrifying
thing. But if this mutant chooses to do evil—"

uddenly, a dark figure appeared from behind one of Grounds-
keeper Hallahan’s untrimmed, oiphan hedﬁes. Father Tim and | simul-
taneously Ieaﬂt back in shack, only partially relieved to find out that it
was actually Headmaster White. o _

“What'in God’s name are you putting into this boy’s head, Timo-
thy?” e

“Good morning, Father. =" _

“You heard what the detectives said! These mutants are the devil’s
children! They are abominations in the eyes of God and must be
destroyed!” o

~ “I'beg your pardon, Father White,” Tim said stemly, boldly stei)-
ng closer to the headmaster. “But I do believe God’s anly son would
ake issue with your stance!” _

As the men' continued to argue dogma and stuff, I slowly slipped
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away and headed for the peace and quiet of my room. Upon arrival, |
found anything but. o _ _

“Chadwick von Stroheim is some kind of werewolf!” Benny said,
as | kicked off my shoes and collapsed onto my unmade bed.

“Good night, Benny. Please.”
~ “Trust me on this one, Warren,” he pleaded. “That psycho must turn
into some kind of monster at nlght. And then he kills his enemies!”

“Sure,” | offered, pulling down the blinds to shut out the harsh
morning sun. ,

“I think he knows 1’m onto him, too! War’, you should have seen
the way he was I(_)okln? at me at roll call this morning!” Benny’s words
faded into the void as_ promptlg_fell asleep.

For the first time in ages, | didn’t dream of flying.

| kind of wish | had.

Those bloodcurdling screams returned as | was shocked awake by a
sound that, surprisingly, didn’t come from my dreams. | i)_ressed the
snooze hutton on top of my alarm clock as a pathetic little light barely
illuminated the time: 12:32 a.m. B

SonvI?]/l returning to alertness, | was horrified to see that Benny
wasn't in his bed. As a matter of fact, he wasn’t anywhere in the room.
The screams continued. .

Forcing my shoes on, | darted into the hallway and saw another
door to one of the dorm rooms oPen. |t was Chadwick’s single, and it
was empty. Benny had been right. Somehow, the transfer student was
becoming the creature that killed Sullivan and Hallahan.

Following the screams, | charged out onto the Green. Why wasn't
anyone else outside? How could they all sleep through the' terrible
noise? | slp_un around until 1 was dIZZY, searching everywhere for the
nearby ye Iln%. The shouting was clearly audible, but there was no sign
of Benny or the creature anywhere. ,

~ Findlly, I looked up. Five stories above, | saw two figures strug-
glln? at the top of St. anatlus’s ancient bell tower, _
knew Benny would be dead by the time | made it up the eighty-
four stairs (being forced to run up them was a freshmen tradition), so |
did the only thing I could. | Pulled my sweatshirt off, feeling the cold
night air against my chest as | ascended toward the top of the tower.
Bobbing slowly in a holding pattern just outside the open-air sec-
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tion surrounding the huge dome-shamed bell, | saw something more
horrible than even the groundskeeper’s mutilated body. Chadwick von
Stroheim ... was inches away from being murdered by Benny Yorkes.

The hulking Chadwick, having run up the entire tower in‘an appar-
ent atter_nﬁt to escape my changing friend, Xromptly fainted at the sight
of my silhouette against the sliver moon. A now-fanged Benny looked
at mé with tear-filled eyes. I noticed new fur dancing and materializing
on his swelling body.

“Get away, Warren! | don’t want to have to hurt you!”

“Is that what You told Sullivan?” | cautiously “circled the tower,
drawing Benny’s attention with each flap. ,

“I never wanted to kill him, Warren! You have to believe me! The
hunger! The hunger made me do it he said, his voice deepening to a
low rumble.

d“You have to stop, Benny. 1 can help you. Just try to stay calm
and. .

“| don’t know what’s hapPening to me! Itjust started one ni,?ht! I
thought it would end after Sullivan, but what if Hallahan knew it was
me?” He grabbed Chadwick’s neck. “What if this kid saw me last
night? I don’t know how to stop!” S

~ “Just put him down,” | be%ged, watching him inch closer to Chad-
wick’s limp body. “You don’t have to hurt anyone.”

“| do!” he screamed, nearly fully transformed now. “It’s what | am
now! Why did God do this to me? I ... ggggrrRRAAAARRR!”

Before | could tell him how much | sympathized with his condition,
my transfigured friend leapt off the edge of the bell tower, his talons
aimed dlrectlg at my throat., o _

Stunned by how heavy Benny was in his new form, m wmﬁs fell
slack and we immediately began pinwheeling downwards. Somehow, |
managed to straighten my entire wingspan and catch an updraft,
impressed bY the unbelievable weight my wings could apparently han-
dlfet.hAst pulled out of our fall, Benny began snapping at my throat. Out
of the frying pan . ..

Lumybe%r?% through the airspace directly above the school, I banked
hard througzh the canyons hetween buildings, using everything | learned
in my months of study in a desperate attempt to shake the vicious beast.

~ “Benny!” | cried against the rush of gale force wind. “I'm your
friend! You'll kill us both!”
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~ With Hdeafening roar,.Benn?]/ clawed at my bare back. | screamed
in pain and promptly went into ahard tailspin in a final attempt to shake
him before he tore me to pieces. With the creature still clinging to my
aching body, | began to accept the fact that neither of us would likely
make 1t out of the dogfight alive, _
~ Pushing my tired"hody harder than | ever had before, | shifted my
wings to a mnety-deqree angle and pushed myself straight at the moon,
directly overhead. | tla |oe 50 hard that my wings smashed into each
other in an explosion o
Still, Benny heldon. _
_Flying diréctly up is like climbing to the top of the Empire State
Building while being forced to increase your speed with each and every
step. Higher and higher, faster and faster, it wasn't Ionﬁ before we were
skimming clouds. My vision became blurry and my head throbbed in
ain as we entered an altitude where the air was impossibly thin.
harllkfuléy, Benny’s grunting became a distant gurgling and his grasp
weakened.

A hundred feet later, seconds before | would have passed out,
Benny fmaIIY let go. | rocketed skyward for a moment as my wings
were suddenly freed of their extra carFo. Quickly sIo_vvm%_to a halt, |
listened as Benny’s plummeting howl became & fading high-pitched
whine. | shifted my center of gravity and dove straight down.

No matter what he had done, you have to understand that there was
no way | could let _Benn}/ Yorkes, my roommate, my lab partner, my
best friend, fall to his death. .

Tucking my wings under my arms, | straightened my body and
entered a devastating nosedive. | aimed myself like a rocket directly at
Benny, whose bulky frame thankfully created enough drag to narrow
the distance between us. o N

Less than fifty feet from smashing into the Green, | positioned
myself away from Benny and prepared to attempt a feat that I'had failed
at'countless times before.

Yaw, roll and... Come on!And.. . _

~ Forjust a moment, the world became a blurry, beautiful Impres-
sionist painting.

Pitch! “Benny, take my hand!”

Executing my premiere flawless barrel roll, I nabbed Benny’s arm
and cautiously slowed his momentum by swinging his heavy body gen-

oose feathers with every beat.
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tl?/ upwards. | looked down at my almost fully reverted friend and said,
“[t's over, Benny. Let’sgo home.” _

As we soared back into the still air high above St. Ignatius, he
stared into my eyes, shaking his head sadly. _ _

“I'm sorry, Warren.” With a single swipe of what remained of his
talons, Benny sliced at my tired arms. While I hung there helplessly, my
blood fell with him. o

| don’t remember what | screamed as | watched his fragile body
tumble for what seemed like hours before it finally smashed on the
schoolyard below.

This time, it did rain. _

| stood at the hack of the funeral, alone. My parents sent their con-
dolences to Benny’s parents, again unable to make it out to St. Ignatius
for the funeral because of more “pressing husiness concerns,” | wanted
to go to the Yorkeses and offer some sort of explanation for their child’s
dea_th,?but what would | have told them that would have made it any
easier?

For a long while after that terrible night, | convinced myself that
Benny must have somehow “caught” his mutation from me. No matter
what Xavier’s book said, there didn’t seem to be any other believable
way to explain how two of these rare beings ended ug belnﬁ 50 close.
Eventually though, | guess | came to accept the fact that, when Benny
and | chosSe each other as roommates, we did so because we each rec-
ogimzed our own fear and confusion in the other. That’s what | have to
tell myselfto keep Elomé;, an%/w% .

At the homily, Headmaster White asked us to pray for the repose of
the soul of our dearly departed classmate, “Who must'have thrown him-
self from the bell tower in a fit of stress-induced insanity.” White
assured the surprised students that God was wondrous and could for-
give anything, even the terrible mistakes of our friend.

The headmaster’s change of heart was doubtlessly influenced by
the masked Avenging Angel'who visited his window the grevmus night
and delivered a stem message “from God Himself.” Rumors raced
throughout the campus about this mythical angel, whom the now socia-
ble Chadwick von Stroheim claimed saved him from Benny’s insane
rampage.

?A?ter the service, | strolled into Father Tim’s office and apologeti-
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cally laid down several taped-together aviation books on his desk.
“Thank you, Father. I’m done with these now.” o

His %Ia_sses already off, Tim simply leaned back in his well-worn
leather chair. “Warren, you know you're welcome to them as long as
you_ﬂ

“No. Thank you. I’m done.” .

“I'm disappointed, Warren. You're one of the most extraordinary
students | 've ever had.” _ _ _

“I don’t want to be extraordinary anymore,” | said, looking at my
tarnished shoes. “I just want to be like everyone else.”

“Of course,” he nodded, standing to walk me to the door. “| under-
stand, Warren. But | want you to know that I’m always here for you.
And so is the Lord.”

| thanked him halfheartedly and walked out to the empty Green.
Staring up at the empty sky, | made a solemn vow never again to use my
wings, Still, as the chirch bells echoed in the distance, feathers rustled
impatiently underneath my faded maroon blazer.
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Diary of a False Man

Keith R.A. DeCandido



te-  Professor Xavier was dead.

fy\ " That, at least, was what Jean Grey had to pretend was
e Case.

P She couldn’t imagine how things had gone so wrong.

The man they had buried was not truI}/ harles Francis Xavier,
Ph.D., world-renowned geneticist, headmaster of Xavier’s School for
Gifted Youngsters, and, more secretly, powerful telepath and mentor to
the team of teenaged suEer heroes, the X-Men. Xavier was, in fact,
presently in a sealed bunker beneath the school grounds, preparing for
an invasion by an alien race known as the Z'Nox.

Jean Grey was the only one of the X-Men who knew that he wasn't
reallx dead, but she could not reveal the truth to anyone.

fter she and her four teammates— Scott Summers, Hank McCoy,
Bobby Drake, and Warren Worthington [T—had returned from the
funeral to the mansion that housed the school, they played the message
that “Xavier” had left for them in the event he was Killed. Jean pre-
tended to be surprised by it, even though she knew that the Professor
recorded such messages before any kind of mission. He was always
prepared for the eventuality of his ‘own death. The man who took his
place had fejt obligated to do the same.

To Jean’s horror, she realized she didn’t even know the man’s real
name,

He had been called the Chan elln([;, and he first encountered the X-
Men as the second-in-command of the terrorist organization Factor
Three. In the end, though, he had helped the X-Men defeat Factor
Three’s so-called “Mutant Master.” Then, in secret, he had taken the
place of Professor Xavier. Just a few days ago, he died fighting Grotesk,
a sacrifice that saved billions of lives. o _

The recording of the Changeling-as-Xavier included a warning that
Magneto might return soon—as indeed he had days earlier, facing the
Avengers—and then came to an end with the” words: “And now
farewell, my X-Men. The torch has been passed, and I know you shall
be worthY ofit.”

The tears that ran down Jean’s cheeks and dampened her yellow
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face mask were genuine as she cried, “No, no! That can’t be the end—
it can’t!” And the words were not lies, though the other X-Men proba-
bly took a much different meanmq_from them. The careful plan that
she, the Professor, and the Changeling had worked out had not taken
the latter’s death into account as a possibility.

“It won’t be, Jean,” Hank said, tears also staining his mask, “as the
Erofess_or himself recognized. We must now carry on, and make a new

eginning. .

Hank McCoy was right, of course, He usually was. She squeezed
her teammate’s oversized hand and smiled.

Then she turned to the team leader—and also the man she loved,
though she’d never dared to say so. “Scott, if it’s okay, I'd—1d like to
be the one to go through the Professor’s things and pack them up.”

“(f)f course, Jean,” Scott said stoically. “You knew him longer than
any of us.”

_ yShe couldn’t read his face—that was nigh impossible at the best of
times, espeuall% with the rubY quartz glasses that completely covered
his eyes—nbut she didn’t need to. She could feel his grief and pain. And
she could feel that he was trying desperately to shut those feelings out,
to carry ou as leader of the’X-Men and not allow the grief to cripple
him—especially with Magneto on the loose again. So having someone
else do the onerous task of sorting through Xavier’s effects would be
fing with the X-Men’s field leader. _

Besides which, Scott spoke the truth. Unlike the boys, who were
recruited to the X-Men out of high school, Jean first met Charles
Xavier when she was ten years old. Her best friend Annie Richardson
had been run over by a car, and Jean had felt Annie die in her mind.
The Professor had brought her out of the .ensumﬁj depression telepathi-
ca_ltlﬁlt%nd also closed offher psionic abilities until she was ready to deal
with them.

That time had come just before Xavier had been replaced by the
Changeling. .

Removing her mask, she went upstairs to the Professor’s study.

His paﬂers and computer files were very well organized. Anything
Personal, she put in a separate pile, to be placed in storage—nperhaps in

he attic. The school paperwork would" also have to be dealt with,
though Jean had no icea by whom.
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As she went through a pile of papers, files, and books, she realized
that she probably needed to alert the school’s lawyer, Michael Ramsey,
about the situation. Or maybe, she thought, / canjust not say anything,
Then she chastised herself. Right, Jean, just hope Mr. Ramsey doesn't
notice that his client is dead until he “comes hack”from the dead in a
few months. Thatll work.

Then there was the domestic staff. All the paperwork related to the
running of the school that she didn’t even pretend to understand. Who
was going to deal with all that? Xavier’s only family was a half brother
who despised him. Perhaps Mr. Ramsey could deal with it, but how
could she explain the situation to him? _

CIenchm% her fist, she resisted an urge to pound on the desk. This
wasn’t how things were sugposed_to go. The plan was that the
Changeling would pretend to be Xavier for a few months, then Xavier
would resurface from the bunker, they'd stop the Z’Nox, and the
Changeling would go on with his [ife, faving done something to hel
the world that he, as a member of Factor Three, had almost destroyed.
When Jean, the Professor, and the Chan?ellng had discussed “and
planned this, it had all seemed so sensible. And during those first
weeks, it went very well, _ _

But then the _shaﬁechanger had to %o and get himself killed. And
Xavier was now in the bunker, completely unreachable, leaving Jean
alone. The Professor had made 1t clear that, until he was ready, he could
not leave the*hunker. To emphasize the point, he’d coded the lock so
that it could only be opened from the inside. Even if she wanted to, Jean
could not reach Xavier until he chose to come out. _

%o sdhe had to maintain the charade and pretend that Charles Xavier
was dead.

Suddenly, she felt less like the mature woman, the valued team-
mate, the person in whom the Professor had placed his trust, and a lot
more like the frightened eighteen-year-old girl she really was.

She didn’t know what to do, and the one man who could help her
couldn’t be reached. , , _

At that moment, she hated the Changeling. Hated him for putting
her in this position. Hated him for dying when she needed him to be

alive,
Maybe | should just tell the boys everything. They’ll understand.
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Maybe we can break into the bunker and get the Professor out. Bobby
couldfreeze the lock, or maybe Scott could blast it down, or.. .

Suddenly, she broke into tears. | cant handle this. She didn’t
care that the Professor had been explicit in his instructions. She
didn’t care that he’d locked the bunker. She didn’t care about how
important it was that he be prepared for the Z’Nox’s eventual arrival.

She just wanted the Protessor back to make it all better. _

After a minute, she composed herself. She was almost done goin
through the pile. She would finish what she started, then PO tell Sco
and the others the truth. They deserved that. The world coufd go to hell,
for all she cared. She would not carry this burden alone.

The last item in the pile was a book that Jean recognized as the Pro-
fessor’sjournal, o _
~ She’opened it to the back. Although she had no intention of reading
it, she was curious as to when he last put in an entrX _

To her surprise, the last entry was dated only five days previous—
the morning of the day the Changeling died. Fllppln?_l_thrOU?h the
?ages, she realized that"he had maintained the journal. His skills as a
orger, she realized, were as good as he had hoasted weeks earlier.
Skimming through it, Jean could not tell where the Professor’s hand-
wrlth ended and the Changeling’s began.

Closing the journal, she placed it in the box she’d labeled personal.
Then she used her telekinesis to lift some of the administrative files into
the air, and tried to open one of the file cabinet drawers the same way.
But the drawer wouldn’t budge. At first Jean thought it was because she
was spllttlnq_her concentration between the drawer and the files, but
she soon realized that the drawer was physically stuck

Placing the files back on the desk, she concentrated harder on the
drawer. She mentally “felt” something physically blocking the tracks.
Gently removing thé object, she then took the drawer all the way out,
and moved the files intoit.

Then she pulled out the item itself: it was a small book. The cover
had a lovely marble paper design, but no text. After replacing the
drawer, she ogened the book, The cream-colored Bages had text written
in very neat _andwrltm? with what seemed to be a simple ballpoint
ﬂen. Another journal of the Professors? she wondered. But no, the
andwriting was different,
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She read the first page:

I've had many names in my life: Charles Sage, Werner Reiman, Jack Bolton,
John Askegren, Francisco Zerrilli, Martina Johanssen—and, most recently,
Charles Xavier.

But there’s a difference with that last one. The guy who was born with it is
still using it. He asked me to take his place, to become him while he went off to
do something else.

Part of being Charles Xavier is to keep a journal. Keeping his has made
me decide to keep one of my own. | don't have long for this world (the doctor
said the cancer would take me in six to nine months) so Ifigured | should leave
some kind of legacy. Especially since, if everything goes the way it's supposed
to, only two people are going to know what 1did at the end: Xavier himself, and
Jean Grey. Hell, only they and the X-Men and a few others are even going to
know who | am.

So | figure Xavier or Grey will someday read this journal, and then people
will know just who this guy was.

Jean felt her jaw fall open. He had cancer. He onIY had afew months to
live. That explained why the Changelln? had kept asking Xavier, “You
won’t be down for more than six months, right?” The Professor had
assured him that he wouldn’t,

|t also explained something that hadn’t made any sense to Jean at
the time. As he lay dying in Warren’s arms, the Changeling had said that
he was dying “of an iliness even | could not cure.” At the time, Scott had
thought that was why “the Professor” had been pushlng.the X-Men so
hard, because he needed to Pet the training in before he died. In fact, the
Changeling was 5|m_plly following Xavier’s instructions to work the X-
Men as hard as Possm e in preparation for the Z’Nox invasion. Instead,
the Changeling let them believe that Xavier was d qunln any case.

Perhaps it was to take the sting out of his death at the hands of
Grotesk—the knowledge that he would have died here long—or per-
haps it was simply so someone would know that he was dym? of can-
cer. Jean would riever be sure. She had closed her mind off from the
Changeling’s when he died. She only recently started using her tele-
ﬁathlc powers; she didn’t think she could handle feeling someone die in

er head again.
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| shouldn't read this, she thought. It's his private diary. Besides, |
have to qo tell the boys the truth. |

But he’d intended it to be found after he died. Just because that
_detatht happened several months ahead of schedule didn’t change the
intent,

“And suddenly, she was consumed with a great desire to put off
tellln%her teammates the truth. Not the day ofthefuneral, she rational-
ized. Give it a day or two. . _

She sat down in one of the the leather guest chairs—the wheelchair-
bound Xavier had never placed a chair behind the desk itself, of
course—and turned to the second page.

August 19,11:45 p.m.

It's pretty late. Most of the X-Men have gone to bed, exhausted after the battle
with the Frankenstein monster. And Xavier has locked himself in his bunker.

For the last week or two, Xavier and | have both been acting as the X-
Men’s mentor. Fie was the one who found out that the Frankenstein monster
was real (which threw me for a loop, | don’t mind saying). | was the one who
told the X-Men about the mission initially, but he was the one who stopped the
monster and wiped that boat crew’s memory of the incident. This was his way
of easing the transition, having each of us play the role of Xavier alternately. It
seems to have worked, and now he’s gone down in his bunker.

Leaving me with the X-Men.

Since | didn’'t go on the mission to stop the Frankenstein android, I'm not
as exhausted as the kids are. So |figured I'd start this journal for real.

“Begin at the beginning,” the Queen of Hearts said in Alice in Wonder-
land, and that's probably where it makes the most sense,

For me, the beginning was St. Julian’s Orphanage for Boys in Central City,
California, or, as | like to call it, hell. My first memory is getting beaten up by
Johnny Brill, one of the older boys. So are most of the other memories. | was a
scrawny, sickly, ugly little kid. 1 didn’t have a real name. The nuns had me listed
as Charles Sage, but they made that name up. When |was older, | broke into
St. Julian’s records, and found out that I'd been left at the orphanage as an
infant, with a note saying, and | quote, “Tak kare of the boy.” All | know about
my parents is that they didn’t want me, and they couldn't spell.

But that came later. After puberty. Before that, | was just Johnny’s desig-
nated victim.
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That changed one night when |was fourteen, i had a weird dream, then i
woke up. | went into the bathroom, and some tall, muscular kid with a good-
looking face stared back at me in the mirror. Took me a few minutes to realize
it was me.

Took me half a day to realize | could change myself back.

But I didn't. To this day, I've never gone back to looking like what | looked
like before. Why should 1? The scrawny, ugly, sickly kid that the nuns called
Charles Sage was a miserable little twerp whose main purpose in life was to
be Johnny Brill's punching bag. | didn't need to be him anymore.

The nuns didn’t recognize me, asstimed i was a trespasser, and threw
me out.

At first, |thought everything would be great. Freedom, away from Johnny
and the nuns!

What | forgot is that St. Julian's, whatever its flaws (and believe me, it had
plenty) also fed me three squares a day and put a roof over my head. lwas in
Southern California, so sleeping outside wasnt as much of a chore as it
might've been. But | was still a fourteen-year-old kid with the clothes on my
back and not a hell of a lot else.

I noticed the beggars on the street. | started watching them, and realized
the ones that looked crummy but not really awful were the ones who did the
best. So | changed to look like one of those and panhandled for a few days.
That at least got me enough to buy some lousy food.

Then |went back to St. Julian’s. | knew my way around the place (years of
hiding from bullies had taught me all the hidey-holes, and | knew the security
routine) so breaking in proved pretty easy. That was when | read my file.

And then lwent after Johnny.

And | beat the holy crap out of him.

It was the greatest moment of my life up to that point.

Pathetic. All I'd lived for was to do to Johnny what he’d been doing to me
for ten years. But when | was done, | didn’t know what else to do. I didn’t even
know who or what to be. All I'd known was the orphanage.

That, and panhandling. So Iwent back onto the street and joined the ever-
growing ranks of the homeless.

Then Werner Reiman came along. Werner was a retired guy who appar-
ently was bored, so he'd wander out and check out the homeless. He didn't
want to give them money, he just wanted to lecture them on how they should
make something of their lives like he did. “Worked at Consolidated for forty-
seven years. Took a job right out of high school, retired at sixty-five, Made me
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a nice little nest egg. Never heard me beggin' for no handout, nosireebob.” For
the better part of a week, | heard him use this spiel on various homeless guys.
When he tried it on me, |told him to go away. It was easy for him to say,
“Get a job.” He had a name. He had an identity. All | had was a sickly kid
named Charles Sage that | swore never to be again. That left me with nothing.

Undaunted, Werner went to bother the colonel.

He wasn't really a colonel, of course, but he did serve inthe Army. | got a
look at his dog tags once when he was sleeping—he'd been a corporal. What
war he served in changed depending on the time of day, and he had so much
hair on his head and face that you couldnt tell what his age was.

Nobody messed with the colonel for two reasons. One was that he carried
a pistol. The other was that he was as nutty as a fruitcake.

But nobody told Werner Reiman either of these things. So old Werner was
pretty surprised when the colonel shot him.

Realizing what he'd done, the colonel ran off. So did the other local home-
less guys.

i didn't. What | was missing was a name, an identity. Werner Reiman had
both, but he wasn't going to need them much longer.

As the life bled out of Werner, | removed his clothes. | studied his face and
his skin tone, looked for birthmarks, everything. It didn't take long, since | have
a photographic memory. Or, at least, | have since the day | discovered my
powers. I'm not sure now if it's a part of my mutant abilities, or if | just don't
wantto remember the days before | stopped being Charles Sage. Ultimately, it
doesn’t matter. One look up and down Werner Reiman’s body was enough for
me to remember every detail of it.

Then | became him. | now had his face, his ID, his wallet, his credit cards,
his car keys, and his “nice little nest egg.” 1 didn't have his fingerprints—I can't
manage that—but that never turned out to be an issue.

Werner Reiman was my ticket off the street.

Getting tired. Going to get some sleep. I'm surprised at how good it feels
to get all this down. Been a while since | even thought about life in Centra!
City—so much has happened since then.

I'll probably do more tomorrow.

August 20, 7:30 p.m.

Pretty routine day today. Ran the X-Men through a training session, then
through a more traditional day in the classroom. Good thing Xavier prepared
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detailed lesson plans, since teaching is a bit out of my league. | had thought
“Xavier's School for Gifted Youngsters” was just a front, but this place really is
a school, and these five kids are gifted. Especially McCoy, if he has any brains
(and he’s got plenty), he’ll get out of the hero racket and become a scientist or
something. He’s got the taient.

Anyhow, | just updated Xavier's journal, and | figured I'd do it for mine,
also. | left off at Werner Reiman yesterday.

Werner's driver's license had his address, so | went there, changed into
less bloody clothes, and then started to become Werner.

The hardest part at first was duplicating his handwriting. After all, having
his credit cards wouldn't do any good if i couldn’t sign his name. Though the
nuns always gave me bad penmanship marks, | was always good at copying
things. Whenever they’d given us tracing paper and a drawing and told us to
reproduce it on the paper, i had never bothered putting the tracing paper on
the picture. | just looked at it and copied it over, and | always did better than
the other kids. (The other kids, goaded by Johnny, usually used that as
another excuse to beat me up, of course.)

So it didn't take long to hone my talent for forgery.

| always wondered about that. Was the affinity for forgery a by-product of
the fact that Iwas a shapechanger? Did my ability to copy things as a little kid
have some kind of effect on what my mutant power would be? Or was it part of
the telepathic talent 1 didn't even know | had until Xavier, Grey, and | concocted
this plan? Iwondered the same thing about being eidetic, for that matter.

Yeah, | know, it's all philosophical and you can't answer it, but hell, it's my
journal. If you can't be philosophical in your own journal, where can you be?

Anyway, it took a couple of months, but Ifinally got Werner's handwriting
down.

Luckily, Werner was single, retired, and weird. He had a couple of rela-
tives, but they didn't call that often, and | blew them off. They told me Iwas act-
ing immature, which in retrospect was absolutely true. | mean, | was a
fourteen-year-old passing myself off as sixty-five. Werner was cranky. | was
whiny. People didn't notice the difference.

So now | had some money, a home, an identity.

I was bored to tears.

The problem was that Werner's “nice little nest egg” was fine for an old
man, but it wasn't enough for a teenager who'd never had anything.

One day, | came up with an idea on the spur of the moment. I'd gone to
the corner deli to pick up a sandwich. As I was paying, | heard the owner in the
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back telling one of the kids who worked there, “Remember, Marty, come back
at eleven to take the till to the bank. That's eleven, not a quarter after or half
past, eleven."

I followed Marty for about eight blocks after he left, making sure | knew his
facial features and the clothes he was wearing. Then | went back to the store
right at eleven, having changed myself to be Marty. There was no sign of the
genuine article. | figured from his conversation that he was always late. Sure
enough, the owner made some noise about being stunned that | was on time
for a change, gave me a canvas bag full of money, and | left.

Iltwasn't much money—a couple hundred, or so—but it was a start.

By the time | hit my eighteenth birthday, I'd amassed a ton of cash.

I was bored to tears. Again.

You see, once | got the hang of it, using my powers to be a thief got bor-
ing. | mean, it was too easy.

Also, honestly, |was really starting to hate being Werner Reiman.

So | started doing other forging. God knows there was a market for it. And
I never did two jobs with the same face, and | never used Werner’s face for any
of them. This was a good thing, as | didnt do such a great job covering my
tracks in the beginning. There were probably about twelve APBs for guys fit-
ting my “description,” Luckily, those guys would never be found.

| also taught myself how to use computers. By the time | hit nineteen, I'd
slowly created enough documentation—both physically and online—to estab-
lish another identity. This was a young good-looking guy of thirty named Jack
Bolton. | slowly drained Werner's bank accounts and deposited it all into one |
created for Jack, and moved all my stuff to an apartment in the upscale part of
Central City. Then | pretended to be a neighbor of Werner's and called his
cousin Myrtle, saying nobody had seen Werner in days, and he left the TV on
really loud.

Then | turned on the TV really loud, left Werner's apartment, and never
came back.

As Jack, | invested some money, and | lucked out. A couple of invest-
ments turned out great, and | was suddenly rolling in it.

But | was still bored. | kept Jack around, this time, for whenever | felt like
hobnobbing with the rich and stupid, but | went ahead and created a few more
identities: master forger John Askegren, mob enforcer Francisco Zerrilli, even
a female pool hustler named Martina Johanssen. | dropped Askegren when
the heat was on after an insurance scam, but the other two worked just fine.
Not that | needed the money. But breaking up the routine—one day forging,
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one day hustling pool, one day beating up store owners, one day having lunch
with my stockbroker—kept the boredom from setting in.
Fire alarm just went off. Better go check it out. I'l do more tomorrow.

Jean actually laughed at that. She remembered that night. Warren
had been making one of his periodic—and laughable—attempts at
cooking. The result, as usual, was inedibly burnt food, the fire alarm
going off, and the X-Men assembling in the kitchen ready to face some
menage otr other, and being confronted with a contrite Warren and
ruined pots.

Anﬁ the _Changelingi had come down and given Warren a stem talking-
to that could just as eas| K have come from the Professor himself.

He was good at what he did, she thought. Maybe too good, she
added, thinking of Johnny Brill and Wemer Reiman—not to mention
{\r/]lartt)ﬁ that poor store clerk, who was probably blamed for the theft of

e till.
To her surprise, the next entry was dated two weeks later,

September 3, 9:20 p.m.

Haven't even thought about this journal in a while. Been busy putting the X-
Men through their paces. I'm actually starting to like this. I'm used to running
things, but it’s nice to do it from a position of respect instead of power or fear.
When | was running the day-to-day of Factor Three, the troops followed my
orders because they were afraid of me and the Mutant Master. But the X-Men
follow Xavier’s orders because they respect him and care about him and
believe in him. I didnt realize just how hollow what | did for Factor Three was
until | became Xavier. And | have to say | like this better. A lot better.

Anyway, the details of my life in the last entry were starting to get dull, and
you probably don't care about it. The interesting thing happened around when
I hit thirty. As Zerrilli, | got introduced to a new bag man: Johnny Brill.

| almost didn't recognize him. It had been fifteen years, and his nose
hadn't been set properly after | broke it way back when, so it looked different.
And, of course, his voice had changed.

But he hadn't changed. He was still a bully.

This really really annoyed me. | mean, I'd gone to all the trouble to teach
him a lesson fifteen years earlier, and he didn't even have the brains to learn it.

At first, i decided to try teaching him the iesson again. | had lots of ways
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of doing it. i couid frame him for a crime, | could ruin him financially, | could
destroy his marriage. | couid even do all three. | had the power to do it.

And that was the big thing. | realized that | had the power. So why was |
wasting it on Johnny Brill? He was nothing. A stupid low-life bag man for the
Central City mob. This was worth getting worked up over? He was only human.

Thatwas the kicker. He was human. lwasn't. | was better.

A lot happened after that. A big “4” showed up in the sky on the same day
that a burning man was sighted flying through the sky and a rocky monster
tore up the street. Soon after, we found out that that was the Fantastic Four,
right before their first battle against the Mole Man.

There was more. A big gray monster near a southwest Air Force base. A
man with iong blond hair claiming to be a Norse god. Guys in New York
dressed like spiders and devils.

And a man claiming to be the forerunner of a new race of humans taking
over Cape Citadel, being stopped by a group of teenagers in matching black-
and-yeliow costumes.

He called himself a mutant. Soon, the news was full of people talking
about mutants.! finally knew what | was.

The question was, what to do about it.

| can sense Grey walking toward the study. Better put this away.

11:35 p.m.

Grey just had some administrative stuff to take care of, and we also set up a
time to work on our telepathy tomorrow. She’s been fantastic. We're both new
to having telepathic powers. Xavier had repressed her psi abilities when she
was a kid, and only took those blocks off recently. As for me, | had minor
psionic talents all along, it helped make my shapechanging more convincing,
allowed me to telepathically influence people into seeing what they expected.
Xavier boosted that ability tenfold when |took over as him. But it's taken some
getting used to. Grey and | have been kind of encouraging each other. Under
other circumstances, | might try making a play for her.

No, scratch that. She's way too young for me. | keep forgetting that she’s
only eighteen years old. She carries herself better than most women i've
known, but she really is still just a girl.

Besides, it's patently obvious that she has the hots for Summers, only he’s
too into the brooding thing to realize it.
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It's getting late. | have an early session with the X-Men tomorrow. I've got
to keep working them hard. We're all going to need to be in tip-top shape when
the Z'Nox finally get here.

Jean’s head spun. She wasn’t sure what disturbed her more, that the
Changeling was attracted to her, if onI?/ a little, that he thought so
hlghlliy of her, or that her feelings for Scott were so transparent to him,

~ Every time she wanted to hate the man, she found that she couldn’t
bring herself to do so. But every time she wanted to like him, she’d
learn of another despicable act he’d performed.

September 6, 8:15 p.m.

I was going through some old files of Xavier’s today. Found a couple of news-
paper clippings. One in particular caught my eye. An old New York Daily
Globe front-page item: mutant menace! dr. bolivar trask, noted scientist and
RESEARCHER, WARNS OF A MUTANT PLOT AGAINST U.S.

| remember the first time | saw that headline. It was probably the second
most important day of my life, after the day | woke up with a new face when |
was fourteen.

While | maintained apartments for Zerrilli in the Heights and Johanssen in
the projects (I'd dumped the Askegren persona at this point), i spent most of
my time at Jack Bolton’s large house in the Central City suburbs. One night, |
went home to find someone in my living room.

First off, just that someone was in my living room was pretty spooky, since
| had a state-of-the-art security system that hadn’t been messed with at all.
The intruder got past it without tripping it.

He stood in the middle of the living room. He was wearing a large, black,
billowing cloak with a hood that covered most of his face. And what the hood
didn't cover was taken care of by a metal mask. | basically had no idea what
he looked like.

"Who are you?”

“Greetings, Mr. Bolton,” he said in an electronically filtered voice. "Or
should | say Mr. Askegren. Perhaps, Mr. Zerrilli? Ms. Johanssen? Mr. Reiman?
Or shall Ifollow the lead of St. Julian’s Orphanage and call you Mr. Sage? Such
a multifaceted little changeling you are.”

Suddenly | was very very scared. More scared than I'd been since any
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time after | left the orphanage. In fact, it was the firsttime I'd been scared since
then. There was no way anyone could connect me to all those names. One or
two, maybe, maybe, but not all of them.

“Who the hell are you?”

“My real name is unimportant. You see, my dear changeling, while you are
a mutant, | am the master of mutants. And | have a proposition for you.”

I didn’t know what this guy could do, but Ifigured it was more than | could,
if he could break in here so easily. So | said, “I'm listening.”

A gloved hand emerged from the folds of his cloak. It held a newspaper.
“Have you seen this?” he asked.

It was the same Globe headline about Trask. “No,” | said. It didn't take
long to get the gist of it. Trask, an anthropologist, was claiming that mutants
had a “secret agenda" to take over the United States, and would enslave nor-
mal humans in labor camps.

“Sensationalist hogwash,” | said, tossing the paper aside. “What does it
have to do with me?”

“Oh, Trask is doing more than what you see there. The public doesn't
know of it yet, but he has been developing Sentinels. Giant robots that will
seek out mutants and stop them."

Another type of fear gripped me. “Stop them how? And how do you know
this?”

“The same way | know who you are, changeling. | am the Mutant Master.
And Trask’s Sentinels will fail.”

“How do you know that?"

“Because Trask is an anthropologist, not a roboticist. His Sentinels are
flawed. They were ineptly conceived and incompetently constructed. | have
every faith that they will fail in their intended task.”

“Then why show me this article?” | asked. | was completely confused by
the entire conversation, and | was still waiting for the proposition the Mutant
Master had promised.

“Because Trask raises an excellent point. Mutants are the next step in
evolution, and by rights, we should take over the world. My proposition,
changeling, is to form the very conspiracy that Trask imagines. | have already
begun to construct this organization, which | have christened Factor Three,
but | need a second-in-command. Someone who can handle the day-to-day
operations. Someone who can combine his shapechanging abilities with the
resources at my disposal to seek out and recruit allies and gather information
on enemies. You are ideally suited to this task.”
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Ithought about Johnny Brill. 1thought about how easily | had manipulated
humans to gain money and power. And yet, what kind of power was it, really? |
was three different false people. The Mutant Master was giving me an oppor-
tunity to be someone.

That someone would be the Changeling.

I not only accepted the Mutant Master’s proposition, | also offered to pro-
vide funding for Factor Three. Fie declined that, saying it wasn't an issue, and
said, “I'll be in touch."

And then he just disappeared. Which, if nothing else, explained how he
got past my security system.

Over the next few months, we put Factor Three together. | sought out and
recruited a variety of mutants. These were grown men who called themselves
“the Vanisher,” “Unus the Untouchable,” “the Blob,” and “Mastermind.” | have
to admit, I've never understood the need for such colorful names. | mean, yes,
I call myself “the Changeling,” but that's due to a lack of alternatives. But when
you've got a perfectly good name like Fred J. Dukes, why on Earth would you
prefer to be named after a stupid movie monster?

Not all our recruits came willingly, of course. While Dukes and the other
three seemed eager to further our cause, Sean Cassidy, a former Interpol
agent, was more reluctant. But | was able to put him under our control using
the amazing technology the Mutant Master had at his disposal. (With all the
gadgetry he had, it was no wonder he turned down my offer of funding.)

The long-term plan was to start a third World War by convincing each
super power that the other side had launched a strike. When the two powers
wiped each other out, the third factor (us) would take over. Mutants would
finally rule.

It started to unravel when we kidnapped Xavier and 1began doing sur-
veillance on the X-Men. For one thing, the Mutant Master was getting more
and more unstable. He started firing laser blasts at me to keep me in line, and
gave ever-more eccentric orders.

But more to the point, | saw something in the X-Men. They were fighting to
save humanity. And Dukes and the other mutants we had gathered were all
just in it for themselves. They didn't care about the destiny of the human race,
they were just thugs who wanted revenge on the X-Men for past indignities.

Finally, | realized what was happening. The war we were trying to start
wouldn't just wipe out most humans, It would wipe out everything. | checked
the Mutant Master's computer, and it confirmed what | was starting to suspect.
My boss was trying to kill everyone, mutant and human alike. And that’s when
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| realized why'he had access to such amazing technology. The “Mutant Mas-
ter” was an alien trying to destroy the Earth.

The X-Men had managed to stop the missies from being fired, and had
returned to Factor Three’s base to stop us. Dukes and the others prepared to
defend the base. Disguising myself as Xavier, | convinced the X-Men to stop
fighting their fellow mutants, but rather focus their attention on Factor Three
itself. | also sowed enough doubt in Factor Three’s enforcers about their boss’s
true motives to make the “Mutant Master” panic and attack everyone. That did
my work for me. Between the X-Men and the Factor Three enforcers, the
Mutant Master was defeated, his alien nature revealed.

in the end, the alien committed suicide when he realized he had failed.
The X-Men let everyone go, including me. After all, they're not like the
Avengers. They had no authority to arrest us, no facility to imprison us.

At first, | returned to Jack Bolton’s house in Central City. But | couldn’t go
back to that life. Seeing the X-Men in action, seeing these kids risking every-
thing to make the world a better place, opened my eyes even more than real-
izing 1 was above petty revenge against Johnny Brill.

I needed to do something worthwhile for the world I'd almost destroyed.

Then the pains started. A trip to the emergency room confirmed that | had
cancer. Best guess was that | got it shortly after | started working for Factor
Three. It had gone too far to be operable, and chemotherapy wound up doing
no good whatsoever. (The joys of being a mutant, probably—our kind tend to
have an increased resistance to radiation.)

So | went to the one person who would understand a mutant wanting to
leave the world a better place than it was when he came in: Xavier.

I didn't expect him to ask me to take over as him. But it was something |
figured I could handle. | even got to learn something about myself: that Iwas a
telepath, too. In some ways, | was glad | didn't find that out until after Factor
Three. If | was even close to being on a par with Xavier then, things mightve
turned out a lot differently.

ljust read over what Iwrote. Wow. | can see why people do this now. Itfeels
kinda good to get it all down on paper like this. Kind of liberating, you know?

I'm not sure what anyone’s supposed to get out of my life story. | mean,
let’s face it, “If you're a shapechanger, don't hire on as the second-in-command
of a terrorist organization led by an alien out to destroy the planet,” isnt exactly
universally applicable advice.

Still, maybe it'll do somebody some good some time.

Maybe that somebody’ll be me.
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September 7, 6:00 a.m.

Had a strange dream last night. A woman was asking me my name, and |
couldn't tell her what it was.

And what would Itell someone who asked me that now? Charles Sage is
a name some nuns made up. Jack Bolton, John Askegren, Francisco Zerrilli,
and Martina Johanssen were names | made up. Werner Reiman and Charles
Xavier are really other people. Even ‘the Changeling” is a nickname an alien
had for me that | took as a cutesy moniker.

What will they put on my headstone when | die?

I have no idea.

I don't even have a proper will. Whose will would it be? Jack Bolton's? He’s
not real, and any competent lawyer would tear it to ribbons.

What kind of legacy am | going to leave?

Dear God in heaven, I'm dying, and no one will know who lwas ...

10:20 a.m.

What maudlin garbage | wrote before. Oh, well.
I let McCoy and Drake head into the city for dates with their girlfriends.
Meanwhile, Worthington, Summers, and Grey have a session this afternoon.

Jean shuddered. That was the day that Hank and Bobby first encoun-
tered Grotesk in the subway. What happened that day would lead to the
Chan%elmg’s death. _

She wasn’t sure she wanted to keep reading.

But | 've come thisfar.

| just read over what | wrote this morning. And | started thinking about the X-
Men. Most of the world doesn’t appreciate what they've done. The news is
always talking about the Avengers and the Fantastic Four—but never about
the X-Men. Or if they do, it's to follow Trask’s route and declare them a menace
out to destroy humanity. They've saved the world more than once, including
from my own organization, and nobody knows. Nobody appreciates them.

And yet they keep doing it, anyhow. Ifthey all died tomorrow fighting Mag-
neto or Mastermind, it probably wouldn't even make the inner pages of the
newspapers. They know this, but it doesn't stop them. They keep laying it on
the line.
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Even ifitis a lie, I'm supposed to be their mentor. | can do no less.
Maybe they won't know who | am when | die. But I'll know. I'm the
Changeling, and | helped save the world. Nobody can take that from me.

11:30 p.m.

Not been a good day. | didn't deal with the X-Men very well at all. |Ithink that
dream had me more flamboozled than | thought.

Or maybe it's this journal. My emotions have been all churned up, and it's
not allowing me to focus.

From what I've been able to read in McCoy’s and Drake’s thoughts, they
fought a nasty mutant who called himself Grotesk. To make matters worse,
Xavier's mutant-hunting computer, Cerebro, has detected Magneto. We may
have to deal with him.

I need to go get a full report from the X-Men.

September 8,1:05 a.m.

The situation with Grotesk is worse than |thought. He'’s too much for these kids
to handle. They've got the heart for it, but 1 don't think they have the skill.

Not that I'm sure | do, either, but Grotesk is going to destroy the entire
planet. | can't let him do that. | almost destroyed this world once. I'm sure as
hell not going to let it die now.

I have a plan that should work, but it's risky. I'm recording another one of
Xavier’s "play this if | die” messages, just in case. He's apparently recorded
one of these every time the X-Men are involved in something dangerous. This
is the first time I've had to do one. And I'd better tell them about Magneto, too.
Again, just in case.

And | still can't get that question out of my head:

What will they put on my headstone when | die?

That was the final ent%

Of course, what they put on his headstone was somebody else’s
name, she thought sadly

She felt Bobby Drake Pproach the room, and she quickly put the
Changelmq sjournal under the desk

Do | tell them? she asked herself.
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Then she thought about what the Changeling wrote in his journal
about sacrificing his life even if nobody knew.

He faced his death with his eyes open. And so do we, every day.
E_ecause we believe in what the Professor taught us. | have to believe

Im now.

“Jeannie?” the oungbest X-Man said as he poked his head into the
study. “Scott’s used Cerebro to track Magneto down, and he’s come up
with another one of his cunning plans {0 stop him. He, ah, wants us
downstairs.”

“Of course, Bobby.”

“You okay, Jean?” . .

! leglng the tears from her eyes, Jean said, “I’ll be fing, Bobby. I’ll
e fine.
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One of the four men had drawn the curtains tight aﬁamst
the early moonlight. Two more had maneuvered the heavy
wooden chest until it barricaded the door. The fourth had

_turned off the light, as if to spare them all from having to
see this tiny, unfamiliar room, - _

And thien they had turned on the television set and, for a while, had
been able to for(‘;et where they were. They lost themselves in the two-
dimensional fantasy world that had been’their sole source of comfort
for six long years.

The men’s names—all four of them—were James Arthur Madrox.
And Jamie had become, quite literally, used to his own company.

“Jamie?” The call came from outside the room. It was accompanied
by an insistent knocking. Jamie—the original Jamie—scowled. One of
his duplicates turned up the volume on the television set. They all
leaned closer to the screen, determined that the canned laughter of its
insipid sitcom should drown out the intrusion.
~Jamie. This time, the voice was inside his head, where he could not
ignore it. Jamie, how long do you intend to hide in there? | would like
you to meet my students. =~ _

~ He rememibered how the inhabitants of New York City had stared at
him and run from him; how their heroes, the Fantastic Four, had
attacked him, when he had only wanted to find help. Jamie wasn't used
to dealing with people. They fr;ghtened him, _

There is nothing to be afraid of, Jamie. We are yourfriends.

Could it be true? Through the mists of time and hurt, Jamie remem-
bered Professor Charles Xavier. He had seen him at the farmhous,
talking to his parents. Before the tragedy. Before the freak tornado that
had made him an orphan. _

~ Xavier had saved Jamie from the Fantastic Four, He had hrought
him here, to the mansion that housed his School for Gifted Youn%sters.

He had introduced him to aman called Doctor McCoy (like the charac-

ter from Star Trek), who had blue fur, McCoy had repaired Jamie’s mal-

functioning containment, suit so that it no fonger caused him pain. In
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fact, he had made it better than before. Now, instead of repressing
Jamie’s special ability, it gave him control overit.

James Arthur Madrox didn’t have to be alone again.

Very well, Jamie, sent Professor Xavier, with a telepathic sigh. We
shall be waiting, whenever you are ready to talk to us.

Jamie at last ventured from his room the following mornlng. Hunger and
the pleasant aroma of fresh coffee tempted him to the head of the stairs.
He looked down into the hallway and strained to hear the voices that
came from the direction of the kitchen. Were they talking about him?

~ “Hello,” came a voice from behind him. Jamie turned, startled, to
find himself facing a beautiful rechead. She smiled, as if to show she
Eosed no threat—Dbut Jamie remembered how the female member of the

antastic Four had hurt him invisibly. _

“You're Jamie, aren’t you? I’'m Jean.” She held out a hand, which

Jamie stared at uncertainly. “Smells ?ood, doesn’t it? You must be
starved. Did you eat anything at all yesterday?”

He shook his head. _ .

“Looks like you'd hetter come with me, then.” Jean took Jamie’s

arm firmly, and léd him downstairs. “Scott’s doing the honors today and
he tosses'a mean pancake.” o
Jamie didn’t feel he could refuse. Even so, as Jean took him into the
E)(ustllmg kitchen, he was reassured to see the familiar face of Professor
avier,

“Ah, Jamie,” said the Professor, beaming up at the new arrivals

from his wheglchair, “I am éﬂad you could join us.” _

“Orange juice?” offered a young man with mousy brown hair. He

thrust a glass into Jamie’s hand, then grinned mischigvously. “Cool as
you like.™ An ice cube appeared at his fingertips, and dropped into the
drink. Jamie was disconcerted. What had"he just seen—some sort of
sleight-of-hand? .

‘Please,” said Xavier, “take a seat and allow me to introduce my

students, You've aIread?/ met Jean, [ see”

Jamie sat, and a blond man with extraordinarily broad shoulders
laced a cup and a plate before him. According to Xavier, his name was
arren. Scott was cooking—although Jamie wondered how he could

see at all through his opaque red glasses. Also present was Scott’s
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{ounger brother, another blond, named Alex. He was sittin? beside
oma, who, odaly had Ereen hair. Jamie had never seen thaf before.
The guy with the ice trick was called Bobby. _ ,
~ “Coffee, Jamie?” Jamie started as the coffeepot rose into the air and
%Ilded toward him. But nobody else seemed concerned, and he realized
that, somehow, it was Jean’s doing. He nodded dumbly, and the pot
tipped, filling his cup. _

“Do you have _an% plans for today?” asked Xavier.

Jamie shook his head. _

_ “Alex and | are heading into Salem Center, if you want to come
with us,” said Loma. _ o

“Or, if you want a bit more fun,” said Bobby, with a glint in his eye,
“you could come and watch our tramm? session downstairs.”

“| don’t think Jamie’s ready for that yet, Bobby,” said Jean.

“Hey, he wants to find ouf what the’X-Men are all about, doesn’t
he? What better way?” , _ _

“Bobby has a point, Jean,” said Scott, as he tipped a pile of fresh
pancakes onto Jamie’s plate. “Jamie’s a mutant. He deserves to know
what that means.” ,

Mutant. Jamie had heard that word before. It related, in some way,
to his special ability. He wondered if everybody here had a special abil-
ity too. The floating c_offeePot seemed to indicate that. _

: d“))NeII,” said Xavier, “it’s your choice, Jamie. What would you like
O OIH

Back in his room, Jamie mulled over his options. Xavier’s students
seemed nice enough, and he guessed he would have to learn about their
world sometime. But he was nervous. What if he dared to trust some-
body and they betraYed him? What if somet_hmg; went wrong? What if
he €nded up Under attack a?amJ unable to think'

Then an idea occurred to him. , o

He clapped his hands together and the air around him shimmered,
Suddenly, ‘another Jamie Madrox stood beside him. Jamie clapped
again, and a second copy of himself sprang into existence. He consid-
ered for a moment, before creatlng a third,

“Okay,” said the most recent duplicate, “who (_iets to do what?”

“I’ll go with Alex and Loma,” the first duplicate offered.
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“Why are there three of us?” asked the second. He shared his pro-

%enltor’s memories only UP to the fpomt_at which he had split from him;
erefore, he had no knowledge of Jamie’s subsequent decision.

“We thought I could explore the mansion,” explained the third dupe.
. The second dupe shrugged. “That leaves me with the training ses-
sion.

Jamie smiled to himself as the three duplicates filed out of the
room. It was the perfect solution. When his dupes returned to him, he
would absorh their memories of the day. In the meantime, nobody
would even know that the real Jamie had not left his room.

He would be safe.

It had been a cruel winter, and the streets of Salem Center were treach-
erous with ice. The sun made a valiant attempt to share its light, but it
was doomed to failure. Of course, it had often been cold on the farm, so
Jamie was used to that, _
~Even so, Loma had dug out a heavy coat, a scarf and a hat for him,
mmstmg that he ought to wrap up warmly. Alex had added something
aboutt t (te garments hiding his conspicuous green and yellow contain-
ment suit.

Within minutes, though, Jamie had forgotten his discomfort. Salem
Center was not a huHe city, like those he had seen on television, but its
shops still offered all manner of goods. He was mesmerized by stereo
equipment and video machines, by novelty ornaments and toys such as
he had never seen, and b?/ clothes in all shapes, colors, and sizes. Each
window seemed to call to him, to offer him warmth and opportunity,
even friendship. o _ R o

Alex and Loma did their best to indulge his childlike fascination,
but the¥ had their own concerns too. Jamie hopped impatiently from
foot to Toot as they stood for what seemed like an‘age, staring at details
of apartments in a realty agent’s window,

“Are you sure it’s the nght thing to do?” asked Loma.

Alex shrugged. “I don’t know. Professor Xavier has been good to
us, but I've never felt as if we belonged with the X-Men. I can control
my powers now—| want to try livinga normal life.” _

Loma smiled demurely. “Are you sure you're not just trying to get
me away from Bobby?”

Her attempt at humor was lost on Alex, who scowled. “I've seen the
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way he still looks at you. He was doing it over breakfast, when he
thought | wasn’t watchlng.” .

Loma sqhed. “You know, you are one of the most insecure men |
have ever met.” _ _

As Alex and Loma settled into the easy banter of lovers, Jamie
be?an to wonder if they would ever move on. He guessed they might
not be pleased if he wandered off on his own, but there were so many
temptations. Surely they wouldn’t miss him for a few minutes?

A thou%ht occurred to him. He didn’t have to leave his guides. A
mere dupe he may be, but he could duplicate himself just as easily as
could the real Jamie Madrox.

He clapped his hands. _ _ _

Alex and Loma failed to notice as a second Jamie ai)peared behind
them. With an eager ?rm the first ran past them and followed the siren
calls of the windows Turther down the stregt. _

It he saw the_shocked expressions of passersby, then they didn’t
register in his excited mind.

Meanwhile, a different Jamie sat with Bobby in a small control booth,
overlooking a vast room in a subbasement of Xavier’s school. He
hard\% believed what he was seeing.

arren had shed his shirt to reveal that, rather than broad shoul-
ders, he possessed a pair of beautiful feathered wings. He was exercis-
ing them now, negotlatm? a complicated obstacle course of poles and
hoops whilst pursued by faceless silver drones. _

And he was wearing a costume: a spandex suit of blue and white.

Jamie was reminded of the Fantastic Four, and of other super
heroes whom he had seen on television. Was that what being a mutant
meant? The thought that he could have anything in common with some-
one who could do what Warren was doing was plain weird.

When Jamie commented that Warren looked like an angel, Bobby
Iau%hed. Bobby himself wore only a pair of trunks. He didn’t seem
bothered by the cold.

Warren reached his obgectlve: a large, red button on one wall of
what he and Bobby had referred to as the Danger Room. He let out a
whoop of triumph”as he hit it. The drones fell, like marionettes with
their strings cut, and the obstacles retracted into the ceiling and floor.

“Hey, well done pal,” said Bobhy, leaning over a microphone,
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which presumably broadcast his voice into the room below. “You
shaved almost a second off your record. Of course, you're still a good
one-point-four behind mine.” ,

Warren took to the air again. He hovered on the other side of the
Plexiglas window, a grin spread across his face. “Yeah, sure. Don’t think
| don’t know how (You crank up those drones when I’m not looking.”

Bobby feigned an air of |nﬂured innocence.

“Get down here, Drake. Let’s take them on together—we’ll see
how ?ood you really are.” _ _
~ “Tve ?ot a better idea,” said Bobby, punching buttons on the main
instrument bank. “Let’s give the room a real workout, show Jamie here
what belnqban X-Man is really about.” _ _

As Bobby kicked back his chair and stood up, the air around him
crackled. To Jamie’s alarm, ice seemed to form around his body.
Incredibly, Bobby could still move. _ _

, A%Pearmg not to have noticed his companion’s reaction, Bobby
pointed to two controls in quick succession. “Okay, Jamie, Press that
one to start the pro?ram when 1 give the word. And that’s the emer-
gencX shut-down bufton, for if Warren here gets out of his depth.”

And then, with a wink of a frosted eyelid, he was gone Iea\un%
Jamie to shiver with a chill that was not entirely caused by the sligh
drop in temperature.

Not too far away, another Jamie felt a similar chill of trepidation, as he
took his first step outside of the school. More than ever, he felt alone in
a huge and intimidating world. _ _ _
he air was still, but for the occasional breath of wind. Tendrils of
frost had left silver patterns on the grass. The Frounds of the mansion
were surprlsmgI;{ tranquil. Jamie began to feel safe, deciding that the
solitude of this place precluded any sort of danqer. ,
’ |Tfhten he heard something moving, just a little, behind a bush to
is left,
Startled, he whirled to face the source of the disturbance. He dis-
cerned the outline of a man. _
“Who are you?” he called, backin awa%/. “What do you want?”
~ The man was still for a moment. Then estepi)edsowly out from
his hldln? place. His hands were raised, and he looked as scared as
Jamie felt. “Please,” he bleated, “don’t hurt me.”
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Jamie relaxed a little. The man was slight of build, and he aPpeared
to pose no threat. His hair was neat and brown, and his teatures
were .. . bland. o

Somehow, that was the onI?/ word that fitted him. The man had
unremarkable eyes, an even mouth, a perfectly straight nose—no distin-
quishing characteristics at all. Even his clothes were gray and shapeless.

“Do you live here too?” asked Jamie. _

The stranger blinked as if confused. “I don’t know. I don’t think so.
But | have been here before. This is where the beings with powers
reside, isitnot?” _

Jamie looked at him blankly. The stranger took a step toward him
and cocked his head to one side. “You have power.” He concentrated for
a moment, then flinched awaY. “No. Power flows through you, but you
are not its source. You cannof help me.”

“| don’t know what you mean—I don’t know what ¥ou want.”

“It is so difficult to recall. There was one here before—one who
hurt me—one who had the powers of the others combined.”

“| haven’t seen anyone like that,” offered Jamie. .
d'ff'“N(IJt' No, | have been watching. No sign of that one. No sign. So

Ifficult. . ”

“Why don’t you come inside?” asked Jamie nervously. “I’'m sure
onhe totf tr&e others"could help you—the Professor, maybe. I'don’t know
what to do.

o “Yes, yes, they can help me. The ones who have powers, they can
elp me. _ _

The stranger reached out a hand toward Jamie. Jamie backed awa}é
from it quickly. “Come on,” he mumbled awkwardly. He walked bac
to the mansion rather more quickly than he had walked from it. He
prayed he was domﬁ the right th|n?.

The stranger followed, gratefully.

“Hey, you! Freak!” _ . _
Al_t| flrs% it ?( ||dn’t occur to Jamie that the words were directed at him.

“Hey, freak!”

~ He rooked up and saw four faces reflected in the glass of the shop

window. The nearest belonged to a young man with a shaven head, a

stud in his nose and a sadistic leer. Puzzled, Jamie turned to face him—

and moved into a punch. Caught unawares, he was knocked back into
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the glass, head ringing. He slid halfway to the ground before regaining
control of his legs. ,

The containment suit was working. A few days ago, the force of the
blow would have automatically created a dupe. =~

~The stranger swore, and drew back his fist to aim another punch.
This time, though, Jamie was prepared. The thug’s fist landed on his
jaw, but Jamie” was unhurt. He had absorbed its kinetic energy.
Absorbed it—and used it. o

Another Jamie appeared beside him. _

“You were right, Baz,” cried one of his attacker’s three friends.
“He’s a mutie—a dirty, freaking mutant!”

“Get him!” _ _
~Suddenly, all four of the youths were running at Jamie. For an
instant, he panicked, remembering the four who had fought him in New
York. But, this time, he was faced with only brawn and bravado—and
he had control now. . . .

As each punch and kick landed, Jamie stole its ene_r%y and used it to
duplicate himself. The fight was furious but brief. Within seconds, the
thugs were outnumbered two to one, and their expressions changed
from an%er to_confusion to outright fear. One by one, they withdrew,
nursing bloodied noses and cut lips. But, if Jamig thought that was the
end of the matter, he was wrong. _ o

“Help,” yelled Baz, “somebody help, this psycho’s laying into us!”

“He’s a mutant! Look—look what he can do!”

“Somehody call the Aven?ers!”

A crowd had hegun to dga_her, although no ong had the courage to
draw too close to Jamie and his dupes. Jamie recoiled at the terror and
loathing in their expressions. “No, please, they attacked me. | was
just. . His voice trailed off as he saw that it was having no effect. The
minds of the onlookers had been made up.

A short, heavyset, mlddle-aﬁed man stepped forward. “Come on,
let’s take ‘em! Doesn’t matter how many people he can turn into—
there’s enough of us!” . o

And, for a moment, it looked as if mob mentality might rule.

Then somebody cried out, “More of them!” and there was an
explosion in the street. _ _

The crowd was scattered by a burst of white energy. A female voice
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ordered, “Back, everybody back!” And two costumed figures—a man
and awoman—raced into view, _ _

Super heroes. Jamie felt cold. This was going to be like New York,
all overagain. _

_ Then'he saw himself—or rather, the dupe who had stayed behind
with Alex and Loma—straggling behind the newcomers, and he looked
again. He saw that the woman had Freen hair, and he recognized
Loma’s face behind a mask that concealed only part of it. So, the black-
clad man with white circles on his chest had to be Alex.

_'You were right, Havok,” said Loma. “Jamie is at the center of ll

“What possessed you to use your powers here?” Alex berated him.
Jamie didn’t know what to say. What was wrong with using his
special ability anyway? , _ _
“Never mind'that now,” said Lorna. “Jamie, absorb your duplicates.
We've got to get out of here, before thln?s turn even nastier.” _
(A collective Hasp rose from the onlookers, as Jamie’s dupes laid
their hands upon Rim and were reintegrated, as If they had never been.
“Yeah, go on!” somehody shouted, as the trio fled the scene. “Get
outta here, ya lousy, no-good mutie scum!”
But nobody dared to follow them.

One wall of the Danger Room exploded. S

A second earlier, Bobby and Warren had been exercising their pow-
ers against the room’s faceless drones. Now, they whirled to face an
attack from three unexpected intruders. From the control booth, Jamie
watched in horror. o

The foremost of the three was resplendent in a billowing red cape
and a bucket helmet. “Ah, more of Xavier’s whelps, | see. You will fall
before the power of Magneto, Unus and the Blob—the Brotherhood of
Evil Mutants!” _ o

“In a pig’s eye, mister!” retorted Bobby. He flexed his fingers and
released a barrage of snow. _

Another red-clad figure intercepted it; the snow fell to the floor
around him, without touching him. “Why don’t you try your tricks on
me, Iceman?”

“Hey, why not make me an offer | can refuse?”
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~ Magneto gestured, and the wreckage of a defeated drone levitated
into the air. Warren twisted and turned as shards of metal darted toward
him and attempted to encircle him, to bind him.

“Nice try, Maggie—but I could dodge these things in my sleep!”

“It doesn’t matter how ‘untouchable’ you are, Unus,” Bobhy
crowed, creating a dome of ice around his opponent. “I can still wrap
you up nice and snug in an ice shell!” o

arren swoo(s)ed toward Magneto, plucked the villain’s helmet
from his head and landed a solid blow to his jaw. “Infidel!” Magneto
squawked. “You will pay for this affront!”

Then Warren cried out, as the huge man who could only have been
the Blob shot out a pudgy hand and seized his ankle. “Came too low
flyt-b%y!’E)Thi? Blob tugged Warren out of the sky, and flipped him hard
onto his hack.

Magneto was freed to concentrate on his other foe. As Bobby was
floored by an invisible bolt of force, Jamie overcame his paralysis and
ran. There were other people in the building—people with powers.
They could help. On his own, he could do nothm(i. “Help,” he shouted,
as he ran along the corridors of the mansion. “Help!”

~He had hoped to find peace here. But men in costumes had found
him aﬁam. Was he never to be left alone? _ _

~ Then he heard somebody behind him, and a voice called his name.
His heart leapt. Had the men in costumes come for him?

He turned. To his relief, he saw only Warren and Bobby. They must
have witnessed his abrupt departure, must have followed him.

“Jamie,” Warren called again. “Wait! Where are you going? What’s
wrong?”

“R/Iagn_eto,” he stammered breathlessly. “The Brotherhood ..

“Take it easy, pal! They're holograms, that’s all. They were part of
Bobby’s program.

“Holograms?” o

“Like the TV,” added Bobby, “only three-dimensional.”

“Didn’t Bobby explain?” _

“He}/, | didn’tknow he’d freak out, did |?”

“But—hut why?” asked Jamie. “Why would you want to create
those people?” , , , _ _

arren sighed. “Because it’s our job to fight them, Jamie,” he said
gently. “That’s what we were training for.”
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“But they said they were—" Jamie straggled for the word—
“mutants. Aren’t they like us?” , _ _

Bobby turned to'Warren with a wry grin. “Are you going to explain,
or shouldI?”

As Jamie a%zoroached Professor Xavier’s study, he heard voices within,
He hesitated, feeling as if he was interrupting something. The bland
stranger came to a halt beside him. He seemed much calmer than
before, and happy to wait. _

Jamie crept a little closer to the half-open door, and listened.

“| don’t understand why you felt you couldn’t trust us,” complained
a familiar male voice, , o _ _

“It had nothm? to do with trust, Scott,” insisted Xavier, “I didn’t
feel it was the right time to put the X-Men back into the public eye.”
~ *Qo, You sent us off on a wild-goose chase after Bobby, and called
in the Defenders to deal with the Brotherhood instead?” _

“You could at least have told us your plans, Professor.” Jamie rec-
ognized Jean’s voice, calm and reasonable,

“But then you might have insisted on facing the Brotherhood your-
selves. | couldn’t take that risk.” _

- “What risk?” said Scott. “I don’t understand why we're still keep-
ing a low profile anyway.” .

Xavier sighed. “We have discussed this before.”

“But it hasn’t worked, Professor. Listen to the news. People fear
and hate mutants as much as ever. We need to be out there, doing some-
thm% about it, not hiding away.” o
et amie was beginning to Teel that he was intruding. He shouldn’t

e here.
He turned to the stranger—and gave an involuntary yell,
_The stranger’s appearance had changed. He seemed'to have grown
a little taller and more muscular. His body had taken on a green hue,
er V\éas wearing a pair of spectacles, like Scott’s, only green instead
of red.
] “Yes," the stranger hissed, in a voice full of malice. “Yes, I remem-
er now

Jamie shrank away from him in terror. He felt the door behind him

and %ushed back against it. He almost fell into Xavier’s office.
he room’s occupants had already been alerted by his cry. As one,
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Scott and Jean pushed Jamie behind them, protectively, as they raced
toward the hallway. .

They leapt for cover as a holt of green power slammed into the
floor between them.

Jamie—the original Jamie—had turned off the television set.

He stood at his window, looking out at the skeletal trees that
swayed in a 8entl_e breeze. F?erhaps, he thought, he had made a mistake,
sending his duplicates out into the world in his stead. He was hored,
and impatient to assimilate what they had learned. o

He thought about leaving the room and exploring the mansion him-
self. But he was o afraid.

Then Jamie was startled bV a sudden, tremendous crash.

For a second he sat paralyzed, cold sweat beading his forehead.
The sound had come from downstairs. _

Part of him didn’t want to know what was happening. Another,
larger part knew that his flimsy door would provide no protection
against any serious threat, _ _

He ran from the room and toward the top of the staircase, his legs
becoming heavier and less willing to move with each,steﬁ.

There was a green man in the hallway. He stood in the doorway of
Professor Xavier’s study, glaring at somebody or something within. A
second later, the man took a step hack and turned, as Warren flew—Iit-
erally—along the hall toward him.

Another with power?” said the green man. “Come—let me feast!”

He lifted his green spectacles, and an energy beam erupted from his
eyes. With astonishing agility, Warren twisted 1 mid-flight to avoid the
attack. But the cramped confines of the hall gave him little room for
maneuverm?. He hit one wall and spun out of control.

“Looks to me like somebodY needs to cool off!”

The voice was Bobby’s, although Jamie was astonished by the
apﬁ_earance of Xavier’s youngest student. All encased in ice, he
alqdleved a terrific speed by surfing through the air on a self-created ice
slide.

Bobby gestured, and an avalanche of snow descended toward the
green man. Too late—he had already flown out of its way. _

Yes, flown. For Jamie saw now that the green man had green wings,
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although he had not possessed them a second earlier. They seemed to
have just sprouted from his back.

“Bobby, keep away from him—he’ll copy your powers!”

The warning came from Scott. He and Jean had appeared in the
doorway to the study. Mirroring the green man’s earlier action, Scott
lifted his glasses a fraction. His power beam was red, but no less
destructive. But the green man shared Warren’s agility: the blast barely
sm?ed his feathers. The green man swung one arm, and Scott was
hurled backwards as if struck. Jamie remembered how Jean had
demonstrated her telekinesis at breakfast, o

“I remember everythln%,” the green man roared. “It was beings like
gou, super heroes, who melted me down. You thought me destroyed—

ut | cannot be destroyed! | was created to adapt.”

Bobby had taken™Scott’s advice and withdrawn, but too late. The
green man demonstrated that he already had the youngster’s powers, by
showering his enemies with frozen spikes. His left arm had taken on the
appearance of green ice, _

Aloft a?am, Warren wove his way through the onsIauHht and
landed a solid blow to the intruder’s chin. The Ereen man fell to the
%round, and, though the impact must have knocked the breath out of

im, his anPr words huzzed in Jamie’s head: You are nothing without
the one called Mimic! _ _

“Of course,” gasped Jean, “Scott, this must be the Super-Adaptoid!”

~ “Agreed,” rapped Scott, “and he has the Professor’s powers too. Hit
hlrg hgﬁd and fast, team—and remember, he’s not alive. He’s an
android!”

“Your Puny efforts are as nothing,” the Su_per-AdaFtoid scoffed. “I
have defeated you before and I shall do so again. | shall take your pow-
ers from you, and then | shall turn them against the accursed Captain
America and fulfill my prOﬂrammln%.” _ _

~ Scott was the first to fall, as the Super-Adaptoid created a localized
blizzard and buried him beneath a snowdrift. Warren and Bobby were
next, as the android merely gestured and altered the flight path”of the
former so that he collided heavily with his friend. Jean concentrated
and telekinetically lifted a ﬁall’ of tables, which she hurled at her foe,
For a second, it seemed she had the upper hand. But the Super-Adaptoid
employed Scott’s optic blast in a wide-angled beam to destroy the
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gwkteshlft missiles, before winging Jean with a more concentrated
urst.

Fortunately, reinforcements had arrived. _

“What’s going on?” cried Alex, appearing at the main entrance
door. The question was a rhetorical one. An intruder was standmg over
the unconscious bodies of four of his friends. As it turned toward him
he extended both hands toward it. Crackling, white energy radiated
from him in concentric circles. The energy shredded his ‘shirt, and
Jamie caught a glimpse of a black costume beneath. “Who are you?”
Alex bellowed, as his energy struck its target with devastating force.

The Super-Adaptoid was unmoved. Indeed, it threw back its head
and laughed, “You ask who | am?” it boomed. “I am the first of a new
generation. Once Caﬁtam America has fallen, then you will all become
as | am. You will look to me as your leader.” _ _

Alex stood for a second, dumbfounded by the failure of his attack.
Fortunately, Loma was behind him. “Look out, Alex!” she yelled,
launching herself at her partner and kn_ockm% him out of the way as
with Jean’s powers, the Super-Adaptoid gathered up the pulverize
remains of the tables and flung them at him. .

In the meantime, Scott had recovered and dug his way to freedom.
Jamie crossed his flngiers hopefully. “It doesn’t matter how many pow-
ers you adapt,” shouted Scott as"he let loose with a tightly focused
beam, “there’s only one of you—you can't fl%h'[ all of us at once!”

. hTodJamle’s joy, the beam struck its target squarely on the back of
its head.

It had no effect. , S

The android turned slowly, as if Scott had merely tickled it. “Your
attack comes too late,” it scoffed. “I have completéd a pantographic
tracm% ofgour teammate. | have absorbed his immunity to your power,
as | absorbed yours to his.” Jamie saw that, on the Super-Adaptoid’s
chest, a pattern of concentric circles had formed.

A look of alarm crossed Scott’s face. He leapt and rolled and
avoided another shower of ice, coming to rest beside Alex and Loma.

“He’s an android, Loma,” he gasped, “can’t you take him apart?”

“Ive tried. There’s no metal in him.”

“Your ma%netlc powers might not affect me,” crowed the Super-
Adaptoid, “but now | have them too, and | can certainly use them
against you!”
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Loma fell to her knees and clutched at her throat. o

“Scott,” cried Alex, “her necklace! The Super-Adaptoid’s making it
contract—it’ll choke her!” o .

Scott and Alex hit their foe with simultaneous blasts, to no avail.

Loma gas%ed with relief as her necklace snapped into two pieces
and flew from her neck. She must have employed her own abil R Jamie
realized. She took a deep breath, tried to stand—and the Super-Adaptoid
felled her with Alex’s white energy. _ . .

Left with no other recourse, Scott tried to tackle the intmder physi-
cally. The Super-Adaptoid flew upwards, out of his way. It halted Scott
in midair and telekinetically flung him into the wall. He slid to the floor
in an unconscious heap. Alex fell beside him: Jamie didn’t see what had
happened to him, but for a second he had felt an uncomfortable pres-
sure inside his skull. . _ .

There was nobody left to fight the Super-Adaptoid now. Jamie felt
a suicidal impulse to race down the stairs and confront it himself—but
what could he do againstit? L .

Another thought occurred to him: what if it came for him next?

Hold! I will not allow you to do this to my students. _

Professor Xavier had appeared in his doorway. Even confined to his
wheelchair, he exuded power and authority. But what shocked Jamie
&nosthof alllfwas the identity of the figure who stood at Xavier's shoul-

er: himself,

~ The android turned to face its new enemy, and froze, as did Xavier
himself. For long seconds, nothing seemed to happen. But the pressure
in Jamie’s skull returned, and he knew instinctively that a mighty battle
was ragln? beyond the scope of conventional senses.

Sweat formed on Xavier’s brow, but he was not the first to stagger.
For amoment, Jamie had hope—but only for a moment,

“Your experience gives you the edge on the psrchlc lane,” the
Super-Adaptoid growled, “but I have the powers of all your X-Men.” It
formed a gigantic spike of ice, which hovered in midair and twisted
slowly, taking aim at Xavier's heart. Still locked in psychic battle, the
Professor could do no more than stare at the weapon, wice-eyed.

Jamie knew then that he had to do something—but it was too late.
He was too far away.

With a scream of defiance, Jamie’s duplicate leapt into the hallway
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and tackled the Super-Adalotoid. Distracted by Xavier's invisible
onslau%ht, the android actually toppled. But it récovered quickly and
br%ﬁhe fof its attacker. “The power within you is diluted—you are
nothing!

_ Jagnie held his breath. His duplicate had been sent sprawling—but
might the distraction have turned the tide? The Super-Adaptoid was
almost doubled over, its hands to its temples—but now it could return
its attention to the source of its pain. _ _

. This time, perhaps in desperation, it chose a quicker way of dealing
with Xavier. [ts emerald copy of Scott’s force beam cannoned into the
Professor, knocking his chair backwards at the same time as a magnetic
field caused one wheel to buckle. The chair overturned, throwing
Xavier to the floor. He grunted once and didn’t move again.
~ The pressure in Jamie’s head relented, as the Super-Adaptoid drew
itself up to its full height and savored its victory. _

Then the dupe from the study attacked it again. And from the main
entrance door, came another angry Jamie, who duplicated himself as he
ran. His actions were mirrored by a third Jamie, who appeared from the
back of the mansion.

What were they doing? _ _

Jamie knew the answer already. His dupes were dom% what he
dearly wanted to do. They were helping, fighting to protect the lives of
their new friends. _ o

Of course, they were only duplicates. They weren't risking much.
Even if they died, Jamie Madrox would live on. o

But no. Much as it would have helped him to think like that, he
couldn’t. Jamie had reabsorbed many dupes over the past few days, and
he retained their memories. He knew that each one considered itself—
himself—a living, thinking human being. He knew that each one feared
harm or death as much as he did. They just weren’t letting it stop them.

Jamie knew what he had to do thien. He had known all ann%. The
dupes had shown him that there was courage within him. All he had to
do was find it. . _

By the time Jamie reached the foot of the stairs, the hallway was
swarming with copies of himself. He couldn’t even see the Super-
Adaptoid beneath them. Perhaps, he thought, despite their lack of
strenE?th and trammg, the dupes could win through sheer force of numbers.

ut, then, the Super-Adaptoid scattered its attackers with a combi-
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nation of force blast and telekinesis. It clambered to its feet, angrily,
and saw the real Jamie. It froze and stared at him.
Then it smiled malevolently.
“Ah! At last, the source of this power comes to me.”
Jamie was rooted by the Super-Adaptoid’s glare. Even his duplicates
fell silent, as if sensing that something terrible was about to haPpen.
Suddenly, there was a second Super-Adaptoid beside the first.
“Yes, yes,” the original crowed, “with this ability, | can accelerate
my plans & hundredfold. The Avengers could not have stood against one
Super-Adaptoid with the combined powers of the X-Men—how can
they hope t0 Freyall fi\_?amst an army of such?”
Jamie felt sick. He should have anticipated this. He should have
stayed hidden. _ _
_ tNOW there were four Super-Adaptoids. Now eight, and now
sixteen. ..
And Jamige was struck by a desperate idea. _
“Hit them!” he shouted. He threw a punch at the nearest android. It
glanced off ineffectually, but it did what Jamie had hoped for. One
uper-Adaptoid became two. “Hit them!” he repeated to his startled
dupes. “It doesn’t matter how hard—just hit as many as possible, as
often as you can.” T .
Seeing Jamie’s Rlan, the dupes began 10 copy his actions, Each time
they struck one of the Super-Adaptoids, it was duplicated. It could not
control itself. _ _ o
~ The hallway filled up quickly. Jamie lashed out, almost blindly, in all
directions, landing punch after punch against his ever-multlglymg foes.
Dupes were falling all around him, struck down bY blasts or blizzards or
telekinetic attacks—but he could not allow himself to think about that.
There must have been a hundred Super-Adaptoids by now. Several
had taken to the air, to avoid being crushed. Jamie found himself sand-
wiched between four green bodies. _ _
~ Then the Super-Adaptoids reeled, and put their hands to their heads
in pain and confusion. .
Jamie thought of New York and the Fantastic Four, and he knew
how they felt. . .
And then there was just one—and no Ionger did it resemble a man-
strous amalgiam of Xavier’s students. It had become a gray humanoid,
slight of build and featureless.
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Over a field of fallen X-Men and duplicates, Jamie came face to
face with the android, in its true form, forjust a second.
Then it turned and fled through the open door.

An hour later, Jamie sat in Professor Xavier’s study. Havmg reabsorbed
his duplicates, he was coping with the memories of having been
defeated by the Super-Adaptoid many times over. But he had won once,
and that was what counted. _ _

“It is fortunate indeed that you were here,” said Xavier, “Our
enemy, it seems, made a fatal miscalculation. It adapted Scott’s ruby
quartz spectacles and Alex’s costume because it recognized them &
means of controlling their incredible powers—but, in your case, it ne-
Hlected to see the need for g_our containment suit. It didn’t ap‘preuate

ow quickly your unique ability could spiral out of control. Its must
have been strained beyond the point of endurance—until, evidently, its
only option was to purge its systems and retreat.”

From the hallway, Jamie could hear sounds of movement and the
occasional crash, as the X-Men cleaned up the mess left by the battle.
There was talking and laughter too. He wondered how they could so
quickly have recovered from an attack that had almost left them dead.

“I"wish I could tell you this sort of thing happens rarely,” said
Xavier with @ humorless Smile. “Unfortunately, life here can be unpre-
dictable and dangerous. In the weeks to come, it may become more s0.”
A pensive and distant look crossed his face.

Jamie squirmed in his seat, impatiently, but didn’t interrupt.

At last, the Professor seemed to remember him—and to make a
decision. “I am aware that you overheard my discussion with Scott and
Jean earlier. You know | hiave chosen to avoid the public eye of late.
Qla_s,_t:lrcumstances have changed. I now find myself questioning that

ecision.”

Jamie looked at him blankly, and said nothing. .

“All over the world, new mutants are appearlnP. | have been moni-
toring several of them, planning for the day when 'might gather a new,
Iarqer and more proactive team of X-Men. Perhaps they can make a bet-
terlife for themselves—or perhaps they would be_happler not knowing
some of the ﬁroblems that mu}qht stem from the accidents of their births.
) Jamie thought that he, for one, would have been better off not

nowing.
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“Yes,” said Xavier softly, as if he had read Jamie’s mind—and he
probably had, thought Jamie, uncomfortably—"I do realize that you
would have preferred to stay where you werg, at least for now—but, in
your case, events forced my hand. With Four containment suit repaired,
you could, of course, return home, or live wherever you wish—hut |
would like to make you an offer first.”
~Jamie ?uessed What was coming. He wasn’t sure how he felt about
it. Nervously, mostly. o

“| can give you'a home here,” said Xavier. “I can teach you how to
use }{ou_r powers for the benefit of all. | can do my best to protect you. |
would like you to become the first of my new generation of X-Men.”

As that cold evening turned into night, Jamie sat in his room alone and
looked at the television set without really watching it.

His mind was too full of thoughts to concentrate on the drama
unfoIde before him. He thought about Professor Xavier's offer and
about allhe had learned from his duplicates—the terrible experiences
that now seemed like his own. _ _

He had seen how Xavier’s students, his X-Men, were reviled and
feared by humanity. And yet, they were hated no less by some of their
own kind. They fought to do the right thing—but even this noble desire
made them targets for such villains as those who had created the Super-
Adaptoid. He had had a taste of the difficult choices faced by the X-
Men daily. He had felt the responsibility that they bore to make the
world a better place. _ _
~Jamie had learned something today, and he had learned it four
times over. Life with the X-Men coul onIK, be harder and, in some
ways, more lonely than the life he had left behind. It made him feel like
a coward, but he had to admit that he was not yet ready to face such a
life. He had other, more basic, obstacles to surmount first,

~ Tomorrow, he decided, he would see the Professor. He would thank
him for his kind offer, but explain why he felt he would have to decline
It, this time. Xavier would understand. , o ,

For now, James Arthur Madrox drew his curtains tight, tried to
emﬁty his mind of all the ways in which his life had just changed, and
looked for solace in the flickering patterns of the television screen.
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A steady rain was falling out of the night sky over New

York City. The streets below were soaked, buf the down-

pour wasn’t enou?.h to wash them clean—it I|ust %ot the

grime wet. On the Tifth floor of a Greenwich Village brown-
stone, a pair of hoots smudged some of that grime into the white shag
carpet in Jean Grey’s living room. The man who had broken into the
p!aﬁ? wasn't ordinarily the sort to leave tracks, but it was no ordinary
night.
! The prowler moved qmetl?/ throu%h the apartment. By Manhattan
standards it was gigantic, a full floor t rou%h, with thirty-foot ceilings.
Large arched windows took up most of the front and back walls.”A
raised loft level overlooked one side of the main room, with the kitchen,
bath, and bedrooms underneath.

Stomeg in the center of the apartment, the prowler looked around
slowly. 1t was dark, the only illumination coming from the streetlamps
below. Yet in the haI_f-Il?_ht the man somehow took in every detail
around him, his attention mgerlng on the placement ofi)ersonal items:
an open book on the dinner table, ajacket draped casually over a chair
by the door, a pair of sunglasses on the kitchen counter. As he scanned
the room, the back of his H?h’[ hand absently stroked the thick, coffee-
colored velour upholster}' of one of the ||V|n(_1 room’s big sofas. His left
hand hanglnP straight"at his side, was clenched tight around the
wooden handle of a small metal cage.,
~ From an end table, the prowler picked up a framed photogra?h. In
i, a_sm|I|n%Jean Grey stood with friends in the _I|brarK of Professor
Xavier’s School for Gifted Youngsters. He recognized them all: Hank
McCog/, Bobby Drake, Warren Worthington 111, and, standing closest to
Jean, Scott Summers. They were the or|?|naI X-Men, all gone their sep-
arate ways now, except for Scott—and Jean. o

Staring at the photo, he could almost hear her voice, imagine the
characteristic sounds of her movements replacing the night noises in
the apartment. Then, looking up, he was struck by his own pained
expression reflected dimly in a mirror above the table. He contemplated
the face for amoment. His name was Logan, but Jean didn’t know that.

73



X-MEN LEGENDS

Almost no one did. She knew him as Wolverine, her teammate in the
second group of X-Men. And she, or anyone else on the team, would
have found the expression on his face that night—anxious, vulnera-
ble—a strikingly unfamiliar one to say the least. ,

Logan moved slowly toward the side of the apartment. The first
bedroom was Jean’s. He stopped at the threshold and looked inside,
suddenly aware that his mouth was dry, tasted of ashes. The room was
heavy with her scent. A normal man would not have noticed it, but to
Logan, @ mutant whose senses were many times more acute than any
human’s, it was overpowering,

He Tet the scent draw fim into the room and he stood there a
moment, delighting in the complex beauty of it. There was a whole
range of perception to be found in nature that people were 3|mpl?/ obliv-
lous to, entire levels of sensation reserved for “lower” animals—and
him. Here was a part of Jean that no one else had the capacity to under-
stand, to appreciate as thoroughly as he did—Ieast of all Scott Summers.

So acutely focused on this reverie were Logan’s senses that he was
unaware there was another person in the room until the barrel of a
thirty-ight special reached a paint very close to the side of his head.
He wasn't ordinarily the type to be taken by surprise but, truly, this was
no ordinary m?ht. o . S

Instinct jolted him into action. From the top of his H?ht fist slid
three metal Dlades, and without a thought, he'd spun a quarter turn and
brou]ght their points to the throat of the figure ho_ldm%the gun on him,

~ That Logan managed to neatly stop his strike the instant he per-
ceived the i entltx of his targe_t was a tribute to his keen reflexes. That
he had been caugnt flatfooted in the first place was, to him, an inexcus-
able failure. The first rule in his line of work, he would tell you, was to
never, ever let your guard down. It could get you killed. At the very
Iel?st |} coluld g€t you caught standing in some frail’s bedroom, looking
ike a fool.
~ The woman holding a %un to his head, as Logan had abruptly real-
ized, was Misty Knight—tall, dark skinned, an ex-cop, and Jean Grey’s
roommate. She hadn’t been home when he first arrived. Obviously she
was back, and in no mood for visitors. He peered over the barrel of her
pistol, down her extended left arm, and into her wide brown eyes. It was
clear they recognized each other, but for a time neither moved.
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They stood frozen there—his claws at her throat, her gun to his
head. In that enduring moment, each knew the other was capable and
even willing to brmlg violence, but didn’t. The dan?erous fascination of
that instant’s unrealized potential held them fast: two strong egos sus-
pended in confrontation. _ S _

In the end, it was the compromised nature of his position which
forced Logan to break the face-off, He was an intruder in Knight's aﬁart-
ment. She had found him in Jean Grey’s bedroom. Once the initial shock
of the encounter was over, he began fo feel a rising embarrassment,

Slowly, Logan retracted the metal claws and pulled his hand away,
palm open. “No need to get violent here,” he said evenly.

Knight's thumb snapped back the hammer of hér pistol. “Who
says, sucker?” , , _

" Doubt flickered in Logan’s mind. Knight was a hard case, but he
didn’t think she would gun down a man she knew in her own apartment.
Still, what did he know about her state of mind? NormaIIF he could
trust his instincts about people, but lately he didn’t trust anything.

. “Lady_mr noggms laced with pure adamantium. You fire that
thing, it's likely to bounce né;ht back atcha.” S
ince Knight was Jean Grey’s roommate and a private investigator
who made it her business to stay well informed, Logan assumed she
would know he was telling the truth, that his entire skeleton had been
augmented with an unbreakable metal called adamantium, the same
stutf his claws were made of.

~ “Let’s see what haPpens if | put one through your eye socket,” she
said, shlfth the barre shPhtIy. _

‘Logan looked back at her blankly. The way he had been feeling
tonight made him half willing to find out.

his unexpectedly indifferent reaction seemed to break through the
edge of intensity that gripped Knight, She relaxed visibly, uncocked the
hammer of her ﬁIStOL and lowered it to waist level. Logan could tell
som?thm? had her keyed up, something besides his presence in her
apartment,
tp b“Just tdeII me what the hell you're doing here, Wolverine, and it bet-
er be good.”

Betore Logan could say anrthin_g, there came a soft rustling sound.
They both looked down. Forgotten in his left hand was the small metal
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cage, and in-it the source of the noise, He held the cage up so that she
could just make out a dark shape moving within.
“Bird,” he said simply. It was as good an answer as any.

A few minutes later, with the Ii%hts turned on and the tension further dis-
sipated, Knight contemplated the small white bird cooing happily inside
the bars of the cage, which Logan had set down in the living room.
. d“Aﬁgove? You're saying you busted into my apartment'to drop this
ird off?”

“Yeah, that's about it,” Logan replied uneasily.

“And this dove required such covert measures because—"

LoPan intently glc ed at a loose thread on his shirt. “It'sa glft. You
know, for Jeannie. Because o’ the—ah—incident here a while back.”

“| ‘assume the incident you're referring to was when you and the
rest of the X-Men trashed our apartment in some irrational attempt to
beat the tar out of Iron Fist, who happens to be a friend of ours?”

“Yeah. | sorta jumped to conclusions there. Sometimes when us
super-powered types come across each other spirits can run h'ﬁ.hi mis-
understandings can happen.” Logan scratched at the back of his neck
uncomfortably. “Anyway, | didn’t want Jeannie thinkin’ | was some kinda
jerk. Uﬁsﬁ fhgured I'should give her something to show—how | feel.”

1 _ u n

“It's kind of a—ﬂeace offerln?. Of course, | never expected to
nearlg(\‘get my flamin’ head blown off deliverin’it.”

“Next time knock,” Knight replied coolly, pulhng off the purple
trench coat she was wearing. She lpresented a striking figure in low-
slung leather pants and a charcoal gray turtleneck, over which was
strapped a black leather shoulder holster that held the same police spe-
cial she'd carried inthe NYPD. Her full afro framed strong, elegant fea-
tures. She smoothed her hair with one hand and took a long, hard look
at Logan. Then she let out a short, throaty chuckle.

Logan bristled visibly. “What’s so funné?” _ _

“Come on. You, Wolverine brmg Jean Grey, Phoenix, a caged bird
as a present? That's a hell of a loaded gesture, Jack.”

IBt a|||n”’t nothin’ personal, lady.”

ull,

“Well, it ain’t any o’}gour concern either way,” Logan snapped, his

uncomfortableness with the subject turning into anger.
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“It became my concern when | came home to find you prowling
around in the dark. You're lucky | didn’t shoot you. The case I’'m on
right now has me way out on the edge. I've got to be real careful—"

The strain in Knight’s voice convinced Logan that she was in more
trouble than she let on. _ o _
~ Then the apartment’s large back window exploding inward, making
it clear that they both were.

Glass, mefal, and wood cascaded across the room. A score of
armed fI?UFES burst out of the rainswept blackness through the empty
window frame. Hooded, clad in dark, loose-fitting uniforms, and brari-
dishing an assortment of edged weapons, they hurtled silently through
the air toward their prey. _

The first assassin’s sword traced a deadly arc over his head as he
dropped down on Logan. The mutant sidestepped the strike, gripped the
killer's shirtfront, and propelled him hard across the living room into
the bookshelves below the window. Popping the claws on both hands,
Logan deflected the next two attackers’ sword thrusts. Their momentum
carried them forward and he let them in close, then disabled both with
precise claw slashes. _ . _

QOut of the comer of his eye, Logan was surﬁrlsed to see Knight
catch an assassin’s sword in her bare right hand. She snapFed the blade
in two, chopped down on the assassin with the half she held, and rolled
him into the strike of a second attacker. Logan caught her attention and
she gave him a hard smile. It would be a night full of surprises.

~The killers kept coming, swarming into the Ilym? room drogpmg
nplselesslr out of the loft. In a fluid motion, Knight drew her thirty-
eight and leapt backwards, narrowly eluding a sword cut. She landed on
an easy chair, balanced one foot on the seat cushion and one foot
behindher, then tlﬁped the chair backwards, brm&;m%the front end up
to deflect her attacker’s next blow. This maneuver Iefther gun hand free
to fire round after round into the onrushing assassins.

Convinced Knlﬁht could hold her own for the moment, Logan
threw himself into the thick of the assassins. “Heads up, boys, Wolver-
ine’s cornin’ at Ya!” he barked with gusto. o

They were the best killers in the world—silent, fast, and invariabl
deadly. Their training, refined for hundreds of years, had been perfect.
But nothing could prepare them for a target like Logan. In addition to
enhanced senses, his mutant physiology had the ability to heal his
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wounds very quickly. This gift, in addition to his claws and unbreak-
able skeleton, had led him to develop a uniquely effective fighting style.

‘The first swordsman Logan reached scored what should have been
an incapacitating strike to the mutant’s side. To the assassin’s amaze-
ment, his target kept coming. Logan could, and would, casually sacri-
fice his body to overcome an opponent—it was all just meat to him.
That gave him the ed%e. _ _ _

nprepared for the ferocious abandon of his attack, the assassins

fell one after another, until sheer numbers inevitably began to turn the
tide. Logan was barely able to block a double overliand ‘sword blow to
his head. Metal shrieked and sparked against metal as his claws stopped
the blade inches from his face. The hig assassin holding the sword bore
down heavily on Lo?an,_pushmg the mutant’s strength to the limit.

The killer muscled in close, glarmg into the eyes of his opponent.
As their numbers had been thinned, the assassins were losing their care-
fully cultivated air of detached professionalism. Honor was on the line.
Bt was getting personal. “You are good, gaijin,” the man whispered in
apanese. _ _

“I’m the best,” Loqan hissed back in the same Ian?uage. _

“Not today,” the killer countered, driving the point of a spiked knee
pad up into Logan’s thigh. The howl of Ram that erupted from the
mutant was so startlln?, 50 ill-suited to a human being, that it shook
even this seasoned killer, and broke his composure. Before he could
recover and press his advantage the assassin heard the crack of a %un-
shot and felt, simultaneously, the hard impact of a bullet in his shoulder
spinning him away from his target. o

That bullet had come from K_mght. Though he was injured in sev-
eral Places and beginning to ?et tired, Logan was still annoyed that she
had taken out his man. The clash with the assassins, murderous _thou_?(h
it might be, was just what he needed. A good fight focused him like
nothing else, and'he craved that kind of focus. o _

Logan was tempted to change his mind about the holistic henefits
of combat as a volley of arrows sliced down at him from the loft. One
clipped his arm. Another buried itself in his shoulder. For the second
time that night he howled in rage and pain. _ _

Knight reacted to the new attack quickly. Pushing off from the side
of the kitchen counter with one foot, she threw herself out into the
room, and slid on her back across a section of bare wood floor. As she
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cleared the overhang of the loft, she pumped rounds from her pistol into
the archers above, , _

Logan lunged over her as Knight rolled behind a couch to reload.
He bounced off the hookshelves on the far side of the room and leaped
up onto the loft level. He was mad now, and he needed a target.

With ﬁractlged speed, Knight thumbed shells into her weapon and
snapped the cylinder back into position. Another assassin dropped over
the couch at her, sword ready. She turned aside his killing blow with her
right arm. But before she could raise her weapon, the assassin was lev-
eled by the falling body of one of the archers. Both landed in a heap at
the foot of the couch. They were %uu:kly joined by a second and then a
third archer, evicted from the loft by Logan. _

Knight rolled sideways and came up on one knee behind the coffee
table, pistol ready. This time, though, she had no target; nothing moved
in the apartment. _ _

The sudden quiet was broken bY the beating of the dove’s wm?s. Its
cage had been smashed and it was lying in a puddle of rain beneath the
broken window. Logan saw it stru? ling to free one blood-flecked wmq
caught in the twisted bars. He kneltheside it, pullmq gently on the ben
metal. The bird shook the water off its wings and Tluttered unsteadily
through the air over the living room, disappearing into the dark recesses
of the high ceiling.

Logan watched it go.

After a quick sweep of the apartment to be sure they were alone, Knight
brought bandages from the hathroom and began to hind Logan’s arm,
leg, and torso. _

“You gonna be aII_nght?’f she asked. ,

“I’'m used to this kin athm?.” He nodded at her arm. Her shirtsleeve
was slashed in several places. “I could ask you the same question.”

She sat back and pulled up the sleeve. There were severe cuts, but
no blood. Beneath the tom edges of her smooth, brown skin he could
see the glint of metal. Suddenly self-conscious, Knight tugged the
sleeve hack down and let the arm'fall to her sice. _

“The good Lord made the rest of me, but | have Stark International
to thank for the arm.”

“Bionic?”

HYeah.H
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“Line 0’ duty?”

“Yeah.” She sighed and looked around the wreckage of the apart-
ment. “I was working the Twelfth Precinct, day shift. There was some
kind of disturbance at a bank. | answered thecall. This nut throws a
satchel—had to be a bomb. | cau%ht the fool thing—instinct | guess.
Then, boom. Made a mess out of the Ellace—and myam.

“| got a commendation and a desk job. That’s not what | |'jwomed the
force for, so | quit. The hoys at Stark heard the story. They had a
mechanical arm they wanted to test. | signed up and the rest, as they
say, is history.” o ,

“Well, seems like we sorta got somethin’in common,” Logan said,
glancing at the trio of slots on the top of his hand. “I Puess we all got a
sad story to tell.” He jerked his thumb over his shoufder. “What about
the welcome wagon? You way behind on the rent?” _

“I wish,” Knight steRpe over to the nearest of the assassins and
began to search his clothing. “My partner Colleen Wing and | have
been work{R/g on a case—crimes in New York committed by Japanese
gangsters. We traced the jobs hack to Japan. Colleen’s working that end
of the case now. Looks like it’s all tied in to the emergence of a new fl?-
ure in the Japanese underworld. I'd say these guys are a not-so-subtle
warning that we're getting too close to whatever’s going on.”

“Yer right there. They're called the Hand, an ancient society o’
Japanese assassins. | ain’t run into them in a while.” _

~ Knight stood up and kicked the man she’d been searching. He
didn’t stir. “Maxbe We can Eersuade one of these jokers to fill in a few
details for us when they wake up _

~ “I'don’t think so, lady® Logan nodded at another of the assassins. A
thick stream of vapor was beginning to rise off the man’s body. When
he nudged at the assassin with his foot, the body collapsed into a pile of
empty clothes. The same transformation was occurring all around
them. In a moment, the killers were all ?one, reduced to smoke wafting
out through the back window. As the last of the stranPe vapor dissi-
pated, the dove flew down from the loft railing and settled on the floor
near what was left of its cage. o

“These guy’s ain’t the chatty types. If they miss their target, they're
dust—do or die. The Hand tends to be real strict that way.”

Logan winced at the pain in his side. Now;, as the adrenaline rush of
the fight subsided, his uneasy mood was returning. It was a mood he
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was getting sick of. The bird, the trip to the apartment, it was all sup-
posed to be a nice gesture. As if by reaching out, making an honest
effort to be kind, he would find some release from the anxiety in his
mind—and his heart. Instead, what did he find? Another fight, pain,
more death. Like there was no possible action he could take, nowhere
on earth that he could run to escape the violence that filled his life,

Knight bent down, pushed aside some broken glass, and picked up a
half-crushed pack of Kools from the floor. Leaning against the back of a
sofa, she smoothed out one of the cigarettes, lit it, and took a long drag.

After exhalm%a slow, gray cloud of smoke, she said, “Since we're
having story time here, _whg don’t we talk about you for a while?”

“Not exactly a fascinafin’ subject.” _

“Let’s start with how long you've had a thing for Jean.”

“Yer crazy,” Logan said in @ measured voice.

“Don’t try to snow me, Jack. | saw you mooning around her room
all dewy eyed, remember? Now, come on, talk to me. I’'m trying to be
understanding here.” _ -

Logan searched her face for some sign she was mocking him. What
he saw Instead was a cool compassion that he responded to. As much as
a show of earnest sympathy would have put him off, he was drawn in
by the forthrightness he saw in Knight’s eyes. Maybe she could under-
stand what had brought him there that night. Besides, he was getting
too tired for denials, _ o

“| guess you might have somethin’ there,” he said finally.
~ “Ain’t like there’s something wrong with liking somebody, Wolver-
ine. HapPens to the best of us.” ,
~ “Notto me. Notin along time. I’'m pretty much a loner. It suits me
just fine—usually.” Lo?an looked out the broken back window, up into
the rain pouring out of the darkness above the building. He searched for
words, unaccustomed to verbalizing his feelings. _

“When Ijoined the X-Men—on a whim, really—one 0’ the thlnﬁs
Ejh,agj kept me around was Jeannie. 1 could tell she was special. Then she

led—"

Knight knew the story. “When the shuttle that brought you all back
from the Starcore One space station crashed.”

“Right. But she didn’t reaIIY die. She was reborn out 0’that crash as
Phoenix. And it was like a part o’ me was reborn then too. Like there
was the way | was used to livin’my life before, and then there’s my life
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now—with her in it. | haven’t gotten used to the change. It's a tough
thm%qr aguy like me to live with.”

night stubbed out her cigarette thoughtfully. “What about Jean’s
boyfriend, Scott? He’s your teammate t00.” ,

“| don’t sweat him. Jeannie and me, | figure we're a lot alike, got
the same kinda nature deep down in our guts, you know? She ain’t got
that with Summers.” . - _

Logan had drifted back into the |IVIn% room and found himself
standing close to Knight. He looked UF at her as he finished speaking
and they were both abruptly aware of the height difference between
them. Without acknowledging it, Knight took a few steps back and
leaned against the kitchen Counter.

“So what's holding You back? What's the problem?” she asked.

“Look at me. | ain't exactly Prince Charmin” here.” It was true—
standing there in a bloodstained flannel shirt, bloody, tom ||eans, wet
from the rain, bandaged in several places, he looked more like a war
refugee than someone’s romantic ideal. _ _

' .t\t(%u ain’t really at your best right now. I’ll give you that,” Knight
admitted.

“Problem is, this is the real me.” Logan tumed away from her and
stared into the mirror over the end table. ™I’m a scrapper—always have
been. There’sjust a darkness inside 0’ me, something I ain’t got no con-
trol over. "Til recently, the only really strong emotion | ever felt on a
reqular basis was blind rage. I"been tryin’ my whole life to live with
that—to live with honor. But what’s honor to a savage? How could a
woman like Jeannie love an animal?” . _

He edged back around and glanced at Knight cautiously, unsure
how she would react to his confession. After pouring his heart out, the
last thing that Logan was looking for was straight answers, but that was
all she had for him. o _

“It sounds like you have serious issues to work out, Wolverine,” she
began, “and | sympathize. But if %ou really want to do the honorable
thlﬂ? here, you'Ve ot to get past the noble but unworthy routine. That
ain‘tgonnacutit” . _
L%gan winced, like he’d been slapped in the face, but Knight
lowed on. “It’s up to Jean to decide if Fou’re worthy of her, not you.

ut you don’t even have the respect to let her make that choice. Instead,
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you're creeping around, leaving secret gifts, pining away—anything
Just o you never have to face that moment of truth,

“Id expect that kind of thing from a kid, Wolverine, not from you.
Maybe instead of trying to be less like an animal, you just need to act
more like an adult™ = , _ _

Lo%an glared at Knight. His face flushed. His emotions were racing
so fast he couldn’t react to any one of them. So he stood there fuming,
unable to move or say a word until, at last, he got a hold on his temper.
His whole body tense, he leaned toward Knight, a finger stabbing out
accusingly.

“Listen, lady—"

His retort was interrupted by the sudden appearance of Jean Grey at
the door to the apartment, She saw LoEan, obwouslﬁ agitated, squaring
off with Knlqht, then took in the wreckage around the room.

“Oh, Wolverine, not again!” she cried.
~ Atthe sound of her voice, Logan turned and saw her framed there
in the doorway. She was dressed in'a green evening gown, a dark brown
overcoat on Rer arm. Her hair was pinned up, with W|sp>(1 red strands
falling around her face. Her cheeks were flushed from the cold. She
looked beautiful. _

' “Jeannie, it ain’t what ya think—" he rasped. _

The raw emotion in his voice cau?ht Grey by surprise. “What are
ou—" sfhe began, then stopped short, seeing the anguished look on
ogan’s face. _

He suddenly felt calm as eve_rythmgi fell away hut the two of them.
“Never mind that, Jeannie, Nothin” matters except what | gotta say to
you right now.” _

Logan knew Grey had never seen him as he stood before her
then—open, humbled, reachmg_out to her as a woman. He could see in
her eyes that she was respon |n? that he had touched a part of her
naturg that_cm;ld understand what he felt.

“Jeannie, |—"
~ The dove suddenly fluttered into the air between them, breaking the
mtensn{of the moment. They both realized too late that something was
wrong. Logan would never finish that sentence. _

The bird dropped to the floor, pierced by the silvery points of a
shuriken. A half-dozen more of the throwing’stars cut through the air
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around them. As one glanced off Knight's metallic right wrist, Logan
threw himself toward Jean. He took stars in his chest and thigh, but was
unable to stop a third. The shuriken struck Jean in the shouider. Her
startled expression said it all: Though she possessed powers on a cos-
mic scale, Jean Grey—Phoenix—was brought down by a tiny, spiked
metal disk coated with poison. _

Crouched on the ledge outside the empty back window of the apart-
mentﬁthﬁ assassin who had thrown the shuriken surveyed the results of

e attack.

“Gotcha,” the slim, dark figure whispered in Japanese.

_The front window shattered and fell away as Hand assassins poured
in from hoth ends of the bUIl_dIn%. In the doorway, Logan was hunched
over Jean's limp body, cradling her gently. Poison burned in both their
veins. He would live. He wasn't sure about her.

MO\/IHF in front of them, Knight struck a wide stance, clenched her
mechanica ngih_t hand into a tight fist, and drew her pistol.

“Let’s do this,” she said grimly.
~ From behind her came the distinct sound of Logan’s claws extend-
ing. He took up a ﬁosmon at her back. The choked, guttural snarl under
{1h|s breath sent a chill down Knight’s spine. And then the Hand were on

em,

~ Knight emptied her pistol into the rush and then assumed a defen-
sive pose. Three of the assassins drop?ed down on her simultaneously.
She caught the sword hand of the first, crushed it, and hurled the man
into his partner. The third killer chopped down at her shoulder, and
Knight only just managed to lean far enough over to take the cut metal
on metal. Another few inches and she would have lost her mechanical
arm. That was exactly what they had in mind, and Knight knew it as she
smashed the butt of her pistol into the swordsman’s face.

This time the assassins understood what they were up against. They
had been prepared for their targets’ special characteristics. It didn’t
matter. All'the tactics in the world, all the different weapons, all the poi-
son couldn’t save them as Logan entered the fray. Berserk with rage, he
cut them down savagely, relentlessly. _

Logan threw himSelf into a ‘shoulder roll toward Knight. She
watched as he came up from the roll and two of the Hand suddenly
droPped between them. The mutant’s claws hamstrung both of the men
neatly before they could hit the ground.
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That moment’s distraction cost Knight dearéy. A blade slashed
deep into her side. Ignoring the pain, she vaulted over the couch. A
weighted chain snared her left leg in midair and upended her. She
landed hard against the wall next to her desk. The opposite end of the
chain was connected to a short, bladed weapon gripped bK one of
the Hand. He held it in attack position as he sailed over the couch
toward her, _ _ _ _

“Thanks a lot, chump,” Knight said, ramming her right hand
through the side of_the heavy oak desk. When she pulled it out there
was a forty-five-caliber automatic in her fist. The assassin saw the pis-
tol too laté. She gerked the trigger twice, knockln% him out of the air.

At that point, Logan’s free-roaming fury had become fixated on the
shadowy figure in the back window. He waded into the last of the Hand
determined to carve a path through them to reach the one who had
struck Jean down. _ o

As the final assassin standing between Logan and his ultimate tar-
get fell, more shots rang out. Three bullets tore awaY chunks of the win-

ow casing as the slim, black form of the shuriken thrower cartwheeled
smoothly out onto the ledge. .

His enhanced senses were vv_orkm% perfectly now, and Logan was
sure he heard the assassin laugh in the Tace of the qunfire. He bared his
teeth and leaped across the room toward the window.

“Wolverine, wait!” Knight yelled after him,

He reached the opening, then hesitated.

“Jean needs our help,” he heard Knight say. ,

Logan looked out the window. He could just make out a dark figure
retreatmﬁ across the rooftops. ,

“Call an ambulance,” he grunted. And then he was gone, out into
the night, on the hunt.

Twenty minutes later, Logan was pressed up against the cold stone wall
of an alleyway. Red emergean/ I|ﬁhts from an ambulance parked in
front of Jean Grey’s aﬁartm_en_t lashed across him as he watched para-
medics emerge from the bml_dmg carrying a stretcher.

The leader of the assassins had managed to lose him like he was a
rank amateur. Given his injuries and the amount of Pmson in his sys-
tem, it shouldn’t have come as any surprise. The rest of the cadre had
gone up in smoke by the time Logan’s rage burned itself out some-
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where on the Lower East Side. Afraid of what he might find i he went
back, he had lingered on a rooftop there for a few minutes. At least it
stopR‘ed raining. _ _
ow, Lo%an watched silently as the two stretchers were loaded into
the back of the ambulance. Knight was on one, conscious, and talklng
to the paramedics as she was loaded into the ambulance. Logan coul
just make_out the exchange, Jean exhibited every sign of a severe reac-
tion to poison, but the toxin seemed to have mrsterlously burned itself
out of her system. Knight claimed she could not account for this
unusual reaction. She was relieved to hear that her roommate would
recover in time. , , ,
~ Logan slumped against the wall. The enormous energies contained
in Grey’s body had saved her, as his own mutant healing ability had
saved him—though just barely.

His relief dissolved qmc_klg into shame and regret. All the strength
drained out of his battered limbs. In his long, violent life, he could not
remember ever being so completely exhausted. ,

The paramedics closed the doors of the ambulance and it pulled
slowly out into the street. Logan looked on helplessly as it passed hy
the alley, splashmgi through a puddle at the curb. The spray of water
spooke agroui) of pigeons on the sidewalk. They scattered, rising up
in a cloud of fluttering wings while the red lights of the ambulance
swept away, receding out of sight.

he silence that followed was broken only by the slow sound of
Logan’s breathing. He leaned his head hack, and for a Iong time gazed
numbly into the empty darkness overhead. Slowly at first, but then with
increading con5|stenc¥, itstarted torain. _

He pushed away from the wall and steadied himself on his feet. As
the shower becamea downpour, he took a last look back at the apart-
ment. Then, hunched over against the weather, Logan turned around
and silently walked away down the alley.

86



The Worst Prison of All

C.J. Henderson



“That bald cripple ... he's the one” L
It was a whisper, low and dark and promising violence,
a tgrlm breath of air formed a thousand Yards from the ears
of the man it labeled. The speaker’s infended target could
not hear the words, of course. The noise of the s_treet—ﬂeople squawk-
ing over the price of vegetables, greeting friends, hailing jitneys,
jostling and laughing their way through the dry and bakm_([] morning—
reduced everz/one’s auditory range to mere inches. Luckily, the target
did not need to rely on suchi a minor, inadequate sense as hearing.

His name was Charles Xavier. Bald and thin, a figure of powerful
shoulders and bent, crushed Ier]Js, he had come to the CHY of Agadir in
southern Morocco for the Moslem festival of Achoura. 1T was & da¥ of
fasting and honoring the dead marked by masked carnivals and fire-
works. Being attacked by a half-dozen men, however, was not usually a
part of the |t|nerar?. o o .
A smile—part curiosity, part pity—disrupted the normally straight
line of Xavier's mouth. A segment of his brain filtered the different
|mPuIses swirling in the auras of the men waltln? to pounce upon him.
Although he could not see them, he could feel their presence quite
clearly, their attention linked to the energies of the speaker, his attention
still piercing the air, stabbing outward directly at what he only thought
of as “the bald cripple.”

Interesting, thought Xavier. They do not even know who | am. Or
why they are about to attack. This is not their idea. _
Intrlgzued, Xavier decided to take a moment from his pas_sagte
through the colorfully festooned side streets of A?adl_r t0 mvestlgiae
what was hapﬁenlng around him. Turning his wheelchair, he propelled
himself straight toward his would-be attackers. His scan of their brains’
motivational centers had found them devoid of purpose. They were
being manipulated by some unseen force—one even Xavier could not
sense clearly. Not yet. _ o

Il need afocal anchor, he thought, still wheeling himself toward
those who would murder him. Scanning the simple forms of the third
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dimension all about him with only his eyes, he found nothing that
suited his need. . _
Buildings, merchant’s stalls—too stat_lonar]y uncaring, cold. Cars,
F_assers_by—not stable, uninterested, transient. Then his eyes struck the
|ttIe“E|rI., And her toy.
The ha?f-dozen thugs stepped free of the shadows, out of their alley,
their movements quick and precise—carefully guided by an extra hand.

Throw it

The girl hurled her ball as ordered. The thick, hard rubber sphere
rolled through the eighteen-and-a-half feet of space separating its
owner from Xavier. He raised his hand to intercept the flying toy, posi-
tlonln? each finger carefully. S o

At the same time that one tiny segment of his brain occupied itself
with catc_hm%_the ball, another ‘debated what to do_about the men
approaching him. They had dashed from the alley with the speed of
hungry cats—their hands filled with blades and clubs, their eyes
locked. Their wills were things of iron resolve. The cripple had to"be
destroyed. Killed. Beaten. Bloodied. Smashed. Annihilated.

But, Xavier again noted with interest, they don't know why. They re
not even actually aware that they re attacking.

A thousand options lay before Xavier. Even as he had mentally
commanded the girl to throw her ball, he realized he could do anything
to the men he wished—reduce them to mental children, terrorizé them
by making them see monsters, send them to turn themselves in to the
Pollce fry their neural circuits, cripple them with strokes—for one with
he bald man’s vast mental abilities; the list was virtually endless. But,
knowing they were under the control of another, he merely threw forth
a simple mental command into each of their brains. ~~ ~ o

The flying ball neared the zenith of its arc hang_m? in the air in
grawtK-destroymg triumph, resisting its inevitable capitulation.
~ The men stumbled into each other, their brains freed of the control-
ling fingers snaking into them from the unknown. o

As the erl watched her ball, her unblinking stare still in its first
second, as the men took control of their brains once more—the clouds
blown clear from their minds— Xavier left his hand poised to catch the
ball while he mentally threw himself outward through the depths of his
fathomless consciousness.

90



THE WORST PRISON OF ALL

The mental dagger he had launched at his attackers had neatly
cleaved the ethereal'binders linking the six to that which had possessed
them. In a flash, Xavier’s astral presence followed the severed strands
back to their source. He found their owner waiting. It was a vast thing,
stretchlnﬂ for miles through the twisting nether spiral.

“Well done, meat thing. Well done. _

_ Xavier floated in the swirling fling of an unending dreamscape. The
void pulsated, a limitless abyss of inexplicably colored twilight, one
filled with locomotions determined not by gravities but through their
relationships with the cacophony of discordant sound that leeched in
fromthe_edﬁes 0f one’s consciousness. N

Xavier had been there before. Any of sufficient mental power could
have traced the ethereal wisps of control back to the nowhere between
the dimensions where he now faced his unknown foe. Qver the millen-
nia the pulsating emptiness had been known by many names—limbo,
Erebus, Tophet,” Gehenna, Avemus, a thousand more. It was, simply,
that seqment of eternity where those without power waited. And from
where those with power struck.

“What are Iyou?” o

(;‘.It_am Gol-shenthu, the Forgotten One. Which is my preferred
condition.”

“I asked not your label,” said Xavier. “What syllables you attach to
yourself are of no consequence to me. 1asked ‘what aré you?’ Now
answer.”

~ The massive shape shifted, colors Jumblqu discordantly along its
shimmering frame. Angles boiled along the surface of the thing, jutting,
then recessing awkwardly. After a millisecond of eternities, the Creature
released a handful of words into the ether.

“I am known by many names to your like. The thought of me has
shaken the logic o ‘your realm, leaving those who would describe me
lost in the contradiction of dreadful joy.” _ _

Xavier created a noise with his mind which translated in the silent
world of sheer thought as a derisive sneer. The sound was a lie, how-
ever. The bald man could sense unimaginable power within the horrid
bulk warping inward on itself before him. A score of different sections
of his brain all analyzed the situation into which he had been drawn,
ngstan%Ly informing him that he had stumbled across a being of limitless
strength.
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~ “Toknow me is to die,” said Gol-shenthu, “and yet, not to know me
IS to have never lived.” _ _ . o

Feigning indifference to his host’s posturing, Xavier told it his own
theory. “Allow me to differ. You are nothing more than a common
demon. Specifically, a vampire. Aggrandized by the ease with which
you have snared your victims for'so many years, you now think of
yourself as some great and fearsome godling, instead of the licker of
carrion that you are.” _ o

Xavier felt the void heat all about him. The irridescent, P_rolate_ly
spheroidal form of Gol-shenthu boiled, the chaotic geometry of it splin-
tering and re-formmgi a thousand times. Crackling sound shattered
against the color of the massive beast-thing, All the time, Xavier’s
astral form hung still in the great black nothing, waiting for the con-
frontation he could sense %rowmg in dark waves. o

“And I will tell you what you are, charlesxavier.” The voice sliced
cruelly through the bald man’s brain. _

_(In'the third dimension, the red rubber ball toppled ﬁast the zenith
of its arc, hurtling forward toward Xavier’s outstretched and.%

“You are a tired and wretched creature” said Gol-shenthu., “You
watch life while others live it. From the confines of your chair. Your
feeble transport. Your prison.” o

Xavier smiled once more. “| float the cosmic fibers, as do you. I do
not envy others any more than | would wish for them to envy me.”

“You lie,” insisted the pulsing maelstrom. “You have the ability to
fuse with the In Between for amoment here or there, but this is not your
home. Your home is disabled, a maimed and enfeebled sack of flesh and
fluids that binds you to your self-propelled wheelbarrow. | live here,
free and magnificent, grand and alive and immortal. But not you.” The
atmosphere shuddered. A blistering noise ran across Gol-shenthu’s sur-
face, a wet concordance feigning disinterest as it sneered, “You, despite
the powers of your mind, can never be as long-lived as 1. You will
always remain a helpless prisoner of your lame tlesh, forever hindered
by your useless legs.” _ _

Xavier's mind split for a moment—part _keepm? a watch on his
opponent, part slipping into memory. In the swiftest of moments, all the
relevant portions of his life passed through his mind’s eye in millisec-
ond splinters, all of it tossed forth so that he might prove or disprove the
horror’s accusations.
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For a moment Xavier saw his fparents again, Brian and Sharon. He
saw himself playing ball with his father, r_unnmg through the yard with
his mother. He saw his college years, enriched by the cheers of his fel-
lows as he brought his alma mater tro%hy after roth. Running races,
playing foothall, he was unbeatable, his considerable mental powers
always aIIowmg him to know what his opponents’ next moves would
be. His tour of duty as an infantryman had seemed charmed, again due
to his heightened senses. . o

And even when he lost the use of his Ie%s, he had been living life to
the fullest he had ever known, Travelln? in Tibet, he had reached’a mys-
terious walled city in the shadow of the Himalayas. There he had
encountered a terrible dictator known only as Lucifer. Leading local
rebels through a secret tunnel his mental powers had discovered, Xavier
had freed the local countrrmde, from the grasp of the monster who had
conquered it. Unfortunately, his reward for his efforts had been to end
trapped beneath a massive slab of stone, dropped on him by the fleging
tyrant. The locals managed to free him, but not before his légs had been
crushed and mined beyond all holpe of repair. _

“| have preyed on the menta enerqles of your type for centuries,”
sneered the horrid bulk of the Forgotten One. “For ages | sustained
myself on regular mortals. One brain at a time... so slow, so little
refurn for my efforts. More energy was used to consume them than was
gameg in their consumption. But then, meat like you began to be

om,

“Lucky you,” answered Xavier. o

“Yes, exactly so,” the thmF replied. “You mutants, bursting with
enfe_rgiy1 S0 much more deficious, so much more nourishing,
satistying . . . . _

“We do our best,” said the bald man, sarcastically.

~ “You do, indeed,” the For?otten One said. “And you—you, espe-
cially—you will be the best of all. Your mind is excellent, brlmmlnﬁ
with energiy, enough to last me for centuries. My consumption of it wi
allow the time | have never had to find others like you, to build reserves
of power so that | might finally rend the wall between our dimensions,
that I might finally be able to feast in earnest.” l

“And, I’m just supposed to sit back and allow all of this?” asked
Xavier in a measured tone, “You may remember, | dispatched your
minions without any real effort.”
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“Of course you did,” responded the boiling mass of ectoplasm
hanging in the void before Xavier. “You were supposed to.”

And then, the first obsidian tentacles wrapped themselves around
the surﬁnsed mutant. .

~ “They were but a tap on your shoulder to capture your attention, a
signpost obrmP you to me.” S _

avier evolved his astral form, drlvmgh_splkes outward from his

form into Gol-shenthu’s appendages. The thing noticed a moment of
pain, but manipulated its tendrils so that they slid around its opponent’s
defenses. Xavier raised his bod¥ temperature to solar levels, but the
creature instantly channeled the Trigid atmosphere of the void between
itself and its victim. _ o

~ “To struggle is futile,” admonished Gol-shenthu, its thick words
ringing within Xavier’s brain. “And besides, why would you even
bother to? A captive to limiting flesh, locked in the terrible prison of
Yo,ur_rumed body—why would you ignore the chance to free yourself,
0join me as | first conquer all of this space, and then your own?”

“Never!” Xavier’s thought echoed through the miles of Gol-shenthu,
rattling the corpulent form violently enough to shake scales loose from
its shimmering hide. o . o

The mutant reached within himself, first steelmg his astral form
then exploding it outward. His spirit form segmented into a thousand
different sentient entities, all of them propelled at blinding speed
throughout Gol-shenthu’s form. The massive vampire barely seemed to
notice the attack. o _
_(The red rubber ball rolled onward through the air, still following
its Predetermmed arc, hurtling ever onward toward the same out-
stretched hand.) _

“Foolish meat,” whispered Gol-shenthu. Its essence congealed
around the thousand bits of Xavier’s astral self. “You have no choice.
Give i, cripple, Spare yourselfmore of the pain you have lived with all
your life, Give in.” ,

Xavier's consciousness sharpened the edges of all his random
aspects, slicing through his enemy’s hardening body. At the same time,
memorY flooded him as well, admitting the truth in and yet also reject-
ing Gol-shenthu’s words. The bald man remembered his life after he
was freed from Lucifer’s trap. For months after his return to America he
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had sulked and despaired, spending half his waking moments enraged,
the other half in tears. _ o _

“Your premise comes close to reality,” Xavier said, feeding the
grasping thing surrounding him. “Before my accident | had been on top
of the world—young, wealthy, gifted with powers beyond all reason.
Whatever | desired became mine.” o

~ (The red rubber ball crawled nearer to the beckoning fingers, The
blink the little glrl had begun when she threw the ball finally finished
itself, her eyelids slamming against one another, slamming their owner
into darkness.) _ _

“But then'my golden life was stripped away. | was left crushed and
broken—no longer a star, an attraction. The admiration that had flowed
to me in rivers soured into Blt . | could not ran, walk along a wooded
path, swim the oceans, climb the stairs. My life was over.”

Xavier could sense his enemy’s interest in his words. After a hun-
dred thousand centuries of solitude, the peaks of the thing’s ab|I|t¥_ 0
amuse itself had worn away to featureless planes. Splitting the tiny
fragments of his astral self into even smaller sections, Xavier burrowed
even further into the bulk of his foe, _ o

“But then, | found that my legs had been holding me back .dlvertlng
me from my true destiny. As the Aoys of self-pity Waned, | discovere
the true power of my mind. Forced by fate into my prison, | effected my
escape across the floodplane of dimensions outside my own.”

FLess than a yard from the outstretched fingers, the ball rolled
onward. The little girl’s lashes began to separate.) , _

Gol-shenthu listened to Xavier's words, all the while grasping at
the elusive motes of the bald man’s astral form. The shining Eartlcles
flashed from point to point within the.pulsatln(\;_ horror’s bulk, dodg-
ing wildly as the thing grasped at their enervating essence. By con-
stantly shrinking the fragments’ size, Xavier had been able to elude
the Forgotten One’s salivating grasp. But, the reductions had also
reached a near subatomic size. Another subdivision would render him
infinitesimal, incapable of ever escaping Gol-shenthu’s personal

gravigy._ . -
(Thirteen inches from the rigid hand, the red rubber sphere forced

its way forward, shattering the air, streaming onward toward the des-
perate fingers.)
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» “There is no escape for you now, charlesxavier. In your fear you
have digested yourself for mé. You are mine.” T
~“You overestimate yourself, monster,” answered “Xavier. His indi-
vidual astral specks clawed frantically as the grasping geometry of Gol-
shenthu cornered them one bi; one. Ignoring the impending doom
surrounding him, the bald man blasted the monster with his words.

“You speak of prisons, but you are so blinded by your own inade-
quacies that you do not see the bars holding you“in and down and
back—bars far more capable of restraint than those of my mere ‘meat

rison.
d (Ten inches—the red sphere continued to work ifs wa¥ forward.

~ "You are a pitiful thlngz, a leeching coward afraid of life, afraid of
kindness, afraid of 10?]/ and truth and anything that binds beings together
instead of thrusting them apart.” _
_ Xavier felt the coldly burning touch of the Forgotten One gathering
in bits of his astral form. The bald man had run out of time. Rapidly,
Gol-shenthu sucked up the strugglmgi whits of Xavier's essence
Pullmg them toward the central space within its bulk where it processed
he energies it captured. _ _

(Sg\sen inches. The girl’s eyes were open wide again. The ball flew
onward.

“Greed and sloth are all that propel you through your existence,”
snarled Xavier. “They are the prison that hold you, that keep you
twisted and small and afraid. Too lazy to live, too grasping to die. How
you must hate yourself.” _

More than”half of Xavier’s astral form had been gathered by his
foe. He could feel himselfbeing herded—one speck at a time—dragged
to the heart of the pulsating horror. o

“It matters not what you think.” said Gol-shenthu. “Your voice will
he silenced soon enoughi. You will not so much die, as fade away, one
jotatatime. Your pride will dissolve into terror, and your chastisements
will be rendered into pleas.” -

(Three inches. The fingers twitched. The girl smiled.)

"I think not,” whispered Xavier. “You claimed to need my power to
bel_able to reach my dimension, but like all of your life, those words are
a Ie.” 1

A thin trace of a shudder folded its way through the Forgotten
One’s bulk. Trying to ignore the bald man’s words, Gol-shenthu redou-
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bled its efforts to drag together all the runaway flecks of Xavier’s
essence so that they might be processed. _ _

“If | can travel across the dimensional rift,” Xavier challenged,
“then it is inconceivable that you cannot as well. You lurk in shadows
and trick prey to within your grasp only because you are too cowardly
to pursue It on your own.” _ S _

(One inch, Less. The ball crossed into the jurisdiction of the gravity
generated by the body in the wheelchair, increasing its speed. .Droppmg
to Earth. Speeding toward the still waiting fingers. One millisecon
more ...
~ Gol-shenthu dragged the last fragment of Xavier’s astral form into
his central core. Panicked trlumgh boiled in a sea of colors, sloshing
their way across the Forgotten One’s surface. Conic bursts of purple
sound fried their way across its enormous bulk.

The thing laughed—vulgar echoes tarred the atmosphere.

Xavier waite .Prarlng. . N

The red rubber hall crashed against the waiting hand.

Instantly Xavier’s consciousness responded to the anchor he had
set, as planned. .

The bald man’s astral form was returned to his body, snapped back
by the contact, o
" Instantly Gol-shenthu the Forglotten One, was dragged from its hid-
ing place between realities and slammed into the dimension Charles
Xavier called home. _

‘The bald man’s fingers closed around the red rubber ball. Without
hesitation, he smiled widely, then tossed it back to its owner. The girl
caught it, waved, then turned to rejoin her mother. The woman, staring
at a teathered mask hanging in a sidewalk stall for the past few seconds,
had not noticed her daughter’s distraction. ,

_As Gol-shenthu had been able to manipulate Xavier’s essence
within his own realm, the bald man had been able to do the reverse
when his anchor had drag?ed them both back to the third dimension.

~ As Xavier had susBec ed, the Forgotten One was not really a city-
sized creature. Like a blowfish, it had expanded out of all propqrtlon,
fear making it distort itself to ridiculous lengths so that it might frighten
all who saw it. _ . _

_The monster’s smoldermP remains were heaped in the alley from
which his original dupes had first watched for Xavier's approach. With-
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out hesitation, the bald man wheeled his chair forward, not botherm% t0
turn his head to view the remains. His powerful mental senses had
already told him what he needed to know—that Gol-shenthu was dead,
Its essence shattered, consumed when forced to substantiate itself into a
thm? of flesh and blood. _ _

tfeared mortality so much, thought Xavier as he made his way
down the street. Then suddenly, he turned to look once more at the (ilﬂ
and her mother. Quietly, he watched the two of them move off down the
street. They were oblivious to his observation—not caring that they
would die Some day, not concerned that they were not all-powerful, or
that something beyond their control might enter their lives,

No, Xavier thought, all they are concerned with is living their lives.
As best they can, day by day. Withoutfear.

The charred stench’of Gol-shenthu’s astral essence brushed past the
bald man’s consciousness. , _

And then, the bald man_put his hands back to the wheels of his
chair and moved once more into the crowd. The sun was on his shoul-
ders and back, as it was on all about him. Fading into the crowd, Xavier
opened himself to the busy life surrounding him feellnﬂ its pulse
drinking in the dizzy energY of the simple love of life he felt all around
him. Ever% person in the city of Agadir was making ready for the festi-
val of Achoura, The day’s fasting was over—soon would hegin the
masked carnivals and the fireworks. _
~ Xavier thought one last time on his attacker. He shook his head
involuntarily as he pondered the sad foolishness of such a wasted life.
Then, he shoved the encounter from his mind. It had been, after all, only
a minor confrontation, and he did have more |m?ort_antth|ngs todo.

Allowing himself the simple pleasure of eelln?_ the sun on his
back, Charles Xavier smiled, and then turned his attention to the task of
ﬁ!ckmg a good restaurant for lunch. He paused for a moment, letting

is senses range up and down the boulevard, then smiled.

Coffee, he thou%ht. Andjust the right blend. Life is good.

BFy the time he had placed his order, Gol-shenthu had truly become
“the Forgotten One.”
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Hebounces from hi]ghbrow intellectual discussions to low
humor. He hounces from physics to genetics to chem_lstri/.
In conversation, he bouncés from English to Latin to
French. He bounces from blondes to brunettes to redheads.
He bounced from the X-Men to the Avenqers. And he hounces off the
walls, the ceiling, and anything else. Small wonder he and everybody
else call him the bouncing Beast, o _
Henry P. McCo¥ was bom in Dunfee, Illinois. In high school, he
combined all-state Tootball playing and all-state academics. Shortly
thereafter, he appeared with thé X-Men to sto[) Magneto from takin
over Cape Citadel. He stayed with the mutant team for a number 0
¥ears, then joined the Aven?ers, sporting a new, furry aﬁpearance. This
resh look and his freewheeling style made him one of the most popular
Avengers in history.
~ Now Magazine editor Carol Danvers conducted our Twenty Ques-
tions interview while following the Beast around for three days, and
reports; “Two things absolutely amazed me; his energy level is off the
scale. He ranme ragqed following him from labratories to nightclubs to
charity events—and the number of women who flock to his side wher-
ever he goes is unreal. The man practically radiates a Women’s Libera-
tionist neutralization field.”

L1 |t_safte to hang out with you? I’'m half expecting to be attacked
any minute.

yMy dear, it’s a?ainst my principles to make a pass at any member of
the press until well after the Interview is concluded, ever since that tor-
rid night with Carl Bernstein, Herb Caen, Jimmy Breslin, and J. Jonah
Jameson at the Stuckey’s in Kansas City. | try fo never offend anyone
who buys ink by the gallon.

2.1 meant attacked by the bad guysI (?iant robots, that sort of thing.

Oh, you wanted safety? You could be kidnapped by aliens on the
way home, but you're more likely to be hit by lightning. Well, maybe
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not you, per se, you're a good abduction possibility—the Kree Empire
needs women.

3. S0 how did you come tojoin the Avengers? o

| did all the regional contests and was crowned Miss Congeniality,
then took over when the paegent winner was unable to fulfill her duties.
| still wear the swimsuit | wore in the competition, to keep me humble.

4. What was the final question Syou were asked in the paegant?

You're drivng a bus. At 1st Street, three men ?et on. At 2nd Street,
four women get on and one man gets off. At 3rd Street, two men get on
and the man who got off is slapped by the four women, who then leave
the bus. At 4th Street, the bus Is BIC ed up and thrown crosstown by
Magneto. What is the color of the bus driver’s fur?

5. You have over three dozen g)atents to your name. What’s the
stran%est thing you've patented _

~ There are S0 many weird thmgzs |*ve patented, man%/ of them with
sm?le-usage aﬁpllcatlons, so most people have never heard of them.
But probably the oddest one has to be a device I invented to o?en pop-
corn bags noiselessly in movie theaters. It took up three rows of the the-
ater, S0 it never ?amed W|d_eeread acceptance amon?st cinema
owners—nowadays three rows is the theater. I've also patented m?é own
musk, but | dare not release it on the Eeneral public, as it will make the
wearer irresistible to women. It works too well, The world is not yet
ready. | alone must bear the brunt of this terrible burden. All alone,
[pause] Wanna comfort me in my half hour of loneliness, babe?

6. You were all-state in high school. How come we never see super
heroes playing professional sports? _

Who says we don’t? _I-Iavexou ever seen Michael Jordan play bas-
kethall? Jean-Paul Beaubier ski? The only one | know who wouldn’t do
itis Quicksilver, because he wouldn't be able to hold back enough to be
convincing.

7. You're well known as a poker shark. Describe your strategies.

~ 1 -am an absolute fiend tor any game wherein, one, it's possible to
win money, and two, a player can‘increase his chances of winning him-
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self. Poker, blackjack, billiards, $olf, Ping-Pong. Bettinﬂ)where you can
outthink the other guy bettmq IS fun—horse racing, football games, and
the like—but unless I’'m playing the game directly I'm often not
entranced after | place the bet, and so I’'m less cognizant of the actual
Partlupants and less likely to win. And games of pure chance hore me
0 tears very quickly.

That said, | tend to play outrageously, but keep very close coun-
sel on the inside—I blow"a few ‘small pots intentionally and then
clobber "em on big hands. Except when 1 don’t. Hey, you think I’'m
%om,g to tell you how | plar 50 everybody reading thiscan beat me?

ou're delusional. | will tell you that I always make it a habit to ?et
no less than three of a kind on the opening deal, which helps
immensely.

8. Do people treat you differently because you're blue?

No, I'm generally quite cheery to be around, I’m not depressed at
all. Wait a minute, [looks at hlmself]ol’m blue! Good Lord! I[makes
chokhmtg kr)10|s|e] You mean 1’m color-blind, too? Noooooooo! It’s too
much to bear!

9. Are you self-conscious about your looks? _
h Elley wouldn’t you be, if you looked this great? Good thing I'm
umble,

10. You have an image as a ladies’ man. Why? What’s your secret?

Some women think of me as a great big cuddly teddy bear. Some
say | bring out the wild side in them. And a few have this thing about
fairy-tale romances. And I’'m immediately noticeable at a distance. |
can'be sitting on abench in Central Park, just licking my eyebrows, and
suddenly I’'m surrounded by a dozen women. | mean, really. If a bounc-
ing Beast can’t ?o unnoticed in Central Park, what can he do? Go live
in underground tunnels? _ _ _

My real secret: these claws give the best backscratch in the tri-state
area.

11. 15 blue the natural color of your fur?
Only my hairdresser knows for sure.
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12. Straight razor, disposable, electric, beard trimmer, or Nair?
Curry comb. I don't shave at all.

13. Give those of us who aren’t multitalented some consolation:
Give us an example of somethmgI you’re lousy at. _

| can’t fitin any seat on an airplane, and people keep suggestmé; pet
carriers. Most shoe boxes fit my feet better than most shoes. And my
shovvtg)r drain clogs with hair a lot more than yours does. Does that
count?

14. Pretend they’re making a movie about your life. What charac-
teristics do P(ou Wwant for the Iperson playing’you?

The ability to emote whilst wearing a suit made out of cerulean
blue carpet under hot lights. Good grooming habits are a must. The elo-
cution of a Shakespearean actor while recmng dialogue out of Star Trek
|ds, a ptrerequmte. And | want script approval. But what | really want is to

irect.

15. What untruths have come out about you in the press that you
would like to correct?

| don’t have fleas. They couldn’t afford the rent, and had to move
onto a dachshund. I’m a high-rent district. And | am not only not the
president, 1’'m not even a client, so stop asking me how.

16. Mimes: what should be done with them? ,
Whatever else you may think of them, they can be a very important
source of protein.

17. Describe the perfect night on the town for you. _

I'm called away from & seven-course meal at Lutece, right after
dessert but before the check is delivered, to battle the Mad Thinker,
who | demoralize into defeat bg my incisive Jungian analysis of
Proust’s Remembrance of Things Pastand my conclusive proof of the
existence of an all-encompassing superior deity deduced from the
implicate order. After depositing him with the authorities, where he
Promlses to turn his Cosmic Whangdoodle into a source of clean power
or the dolphins, | retire to Avengers Mansion sitting room with a
snifter of Benedictine cognac and get into semantics with Dr. Porsche
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Lipkind, associate professor of physics at Empire State University, and
Bambi Abromowitz, a dental hygenist from Weehawken.

18, You have an impressive vocabulary, and are well known for
using big words. Describe your fellow super heroes, one word
aplece. , : L .

~ ron Man: reflective. Captain America: iconic. Hawkeye: impas-
sioned. Wonder Man: reluctant. The Vision: taut. Hercules: rambunc-
tious. The Scarlet Witch: unﬂredmtable. uicksilver: impatient.
Yellowjacket: married. Wasp: recherche. T’Challa: statesman. Cyclops:
taciturn. Marvel Girl: fiery. Iceman: eager. Angel: prodigal. Spider-
Man: exculpatable.

19. Can a super hero have close friends that aren’t superPower_ed?

Oh, mais oui. | have so many diverse interests in specialized fields
that | can share a kinship with” colleagues who are more concerned
about the charm of quarks than the charm of the Black Widow. That
doesn’t stop them from asking me to set them up with her, mind you,
but it’s not the first thing on their minds.

20. What was the most unexpected advice you ever got?

'l always remember it. My uncle Fred came up to'me at my grad-
uation party"and said, “Hank, | want you to remember one word—
Croaton.” I'have no idea what he meant. But he came all the way from
Levittown, Pennsylvania to tell me and if I can ever figure it out'I’ll be
rich, | tell you, richer than Midas!

He also told me something very important: No matter where you
00, no matter what you do, no matter what troubles you may encounter
In life—there are nine hundred million people in"China who really
couldn’t care less. So you might as well have a good time.
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“Unglaublich .. _ . .
Kitty Pryde looked over at her companion with a smile.
Even in the short time she’d been with the X-Men, the
~thirteen-year-old must have heard the word from Kurt Wag-
ner’s lips a hundred"times. She’d heard it said in surﬁrlse shock, and
disbelief, but never with the sense of awe that she heard now, Tony
Stark’s image inducer might have changed the German-born mutant’s
appearance—at the moment, he bore a striking resemblance to Errol
Flynn—Dut despite the illusion, there was no mistaking the childlike
wonder in Kurt’s openmouthed stare as he gaped upward toward the

roof of the tent, _ _

High above the center ring, a troupe of Chinese acrobats from the
avant-garde Cirque de la Lune contorted their bodies slowly and grace-
fully with no apparent effort. Their synchrony of motion ‘would have
made the spectacle impressive in and of itsélf. What made the feat
remarkable was the fact that each acrobat Rerformed the act while hal-
anced on the IIP of a twenty-foot pole. What made the feat incredible
\t/ﬁastthat the poles themselves were being held up by other members of

e troupe. _ _
: lﬁltﬁxnleaned over to her companion and whispered, "“Good pres-
ent, huh?” _

She waited a moment for an answer, but Kurt was too caught up in
the performance to respond. “I’ll take that as a yes,” she decided.
“Ha%y birthday, fuzzy-elf.” Satisfied, she settled back into her seat.

itty could understand Kurt’s reaction. After all, before joining the
X-Men as Nightcrawler, Kurt had spent years performing in‘a traveling
circus in the Bavarian A_|FS. The circus had been a perfect fit, both to
Kurt’s suloerhuman agility and to his flamboyant personallt?/._ More
importantly, though, the Circus was also one of the few se tln%s in
WhIth ?mutant with blue, furry skin and a prehensile tail could it in
comfortably.
_Kitty (Kdn’.t know how long it had been since Kurt had gone to see
a circus—certainly, not since Kitty had joined up with the X-Men—hut
she was sure that It had to be bringing back all kinds of memories. And
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a postmodern circus like the Cirque de la Lune, where lasers and fog
machines combined with haunting electronic music to create an atmo-
sphere that would be more at home on Mars than here on the banks of

ew York’s Hudson River ... well, Klttyr_was prett% sure he hadn’t
seen anything like this back in Bavaria. Tickets to the premiere Per-
formance had been hard to come by, but the expression on Kurt's tace
convinced Kitty that it had been worth the effort.

The acrobats wra Ped up their act with a set of one-handed hand-
stands—still on top of the poles. As she turned her attention back to the
sEectacIe before her, Kitty couldn’t ,heIR but marvel at the performers’
skill. Wonder how theyd manage in the Danger Room, she thought
with a grin. The fact that such feats could be performed by “mére
humans™ put the lie to all the Magnetos and evil mutants of the world,
who considered humans to be their inferiors. ,

She watched the performers slide down their poles to land with a
flourish. Or are they reallyjust human? she wondered idly as she joined
in the applause.

The big man sneered as the applause reached his ears in the deep shad-
ows outside the tent. “Rubes,” he muttered.

His Partner, an even bigger man, nodded his assent. “Artsz WUSSES
wouldn’t know a real camy It it jumped up and bit 'em in the butt.”

~ “Mayhe,” the first man said with a wicked grin, “but it didn’t look
like it hurt the take.” _ _

“Naw,” the bigger man agreed. “C’mon. Let’s o hit the box office.”

“Whoa, whoa, stick to the plan,” said the first man. He laid a hand
on his partner’s massive arm, his fingers sinking into folds of flesh.
“It'd be too noisy now. Wait until the show’s over and the rubes clear
out. That’s when'we’ll make our move.”

The bigger man considered this for a moment, then nodded. “Yeah,
okay. Guess we gotta be careful. Play this right, and we got us a chance
to trash this farce and make a profit all at the same time.

The two exchanged a conspiratorial glance.

" “I’ll tell ya, Gunther,” said the bigger man, “it don't get better'n
ISI”

The applause died down as the s¥nthesized music began to swell once
again. A spotlight shone up into the darkness to illuminate the lone flg-
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ure of a young woman standing upright on a trapeze, forty feet above
the ground. Her long, blonde nhair was pulled tight into & ponytail. It
struck a contrast to her Pale skin and royal blue leotard. _

The awe in Kurt's eyes was Slowly replaced by surprise.
“Johanna?” he murmured. ,

The audience gasped as the attractive young acrobat suddenly fell
backward, only to_catch hold of the trapeze by her ankles at the last
possible moment. The perfectly timed move not only gave the much-
relieved audience a thrill, but ‘also provided the momentum that she
now used to guide the trapeze throug(h an increasingly wider arc.

‘t‘ltt) looks™ like her style, but,” Kurt said in a soft undertone, “it
can’t be.”

“Did you say something?” asked Kitty, trying to hear over the
music.

As the trapeze reached the apex of its arc, the aerialist suddenly
released her feet from the trapeze bar. She soared upward, tumbling
over and over until she fell to meet the trapeze on its return. The audi-
ence burst into cheers as she effortlessly grabbed onto the bar with both
hands, then swun%her legs up over it as well.

“It is!” Kurt shouted with I\/FFlee' Before Kitty could react, her team-
mate disappeared with a BAMF! She recoiled"from the cloud of sul-
{ulrousts?jwoke that always followed in Nightcrawler’s wake when he
eleported.

Before the cloud had the chance to clear, there was a second BAMF!
as a demonic, blue figure in a red-and-white costume suddenly appeared
above the rln([]. The audience oohed and ahhed, assuming it was part of
the show. But s Kitty coughed the smoke out of her lungs and wiped
the tears from her eyes, all she could manage to say was, “Oh, no ..

Nightcrawler grabbed one of the guy wires that held up the poles sup-
Portm the tent. He spun around the wire and hurtled through space
oward his unsusr?ectmg partner in the makeshift aerial act.

_To say that she was startled would be an understatement. With only
split seconds to react, she gaped at the rlnmn? figure that soared head-
Iong“t}gwatrd heor,., In shock, she mouthed a single word:

urt...”
“Fancy meetin% Kou here, liebchen,” he replied with a grin as he
grabbed her outstretched hands.
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“Johanna recovered (1uickly. She swung Kurt up toward the trapeze,
which he grabbed tightly with his tail. With liquid ?race, Johanna
released her legs and allowed the two of them to swing free, supported
only by the grip of the mutant’s tail.

Kitty started paging madly throuPh her program in search of the aerial-
Ist's bio, hoping it might give a clue as to Kurt’s strange behavior. Or at
{eahst helrfnext ofkin, so | can call when Kurtkills them both, she added
0 herself.

Slowly, thougih, Kitty noticed the silence that enveloped her. She
looked up from the program to find the crowd transfixed. Even the
music had stopPed. _

When she turned her attention upward, she understood whz. Kurt
and Johanna had found their rhythm now, and the result was unlike any-
thing she had ever seen. It was less an act than an aerial ballet, unfold-
ing dozens of feet above the Hround. The pair glided and leaped,
tumbled and twirled in perfect harmony. The enthralled audience sat
motionless and stared.

After what seemed like forever, the Performers touched gracefully
down on the ground. For a long moment, the silence continued. Then,
all at once, it was replaced by a clamor of cheers and applause as the
audience leaped to its feet. The triumphant duo bowed once, then a sec-
ond time an a third before exiting hand-in-hand from the tent.

The audience continued the ovation long after Kurt and Johanna
had left—all but one member of the audience, that is. When she saw
Kurt leaving the tent without her, KI'['[% set her jaw determinedly. “Oh,
no you don't,” she said under her breath. _

Kitty glanced around to make sure no one was watchmg her. No
one was; in fact, everyone was cheerln? s0 hard that she could have set
off a bomb without being noticed. The teenage mutant phased her body
t0 mtan?lblllty and sank down through the grandstand. Walking
through the network of metal supports, she made her wa?/ toward the
ﬁerformers’ exﬂ,shgped through the fabric of the tent wall, and found

erself outdoors in the backstage area, surrounded by colorful tents and
trailers. She squinted into the darkness for signs of Kurt and Johanna,
and let out an exasperated breath,

“Now where did they go . . . 7" she mused.
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* x %

“I'm bored,” said the bi%ge_r man as he and his partner sat on the
ground, hidden by a large trailer. .
~ “Patience, Fred,” his partner replied. He looked up past the circus
lights at the starry sky above them. *It’s nice out. Besides, the show
can't last more than another half hour or so. Why don’t you go get
something to eat?” _

“Around herel Ya can't even get a decent box of popcorn at this
two-bit dump.” _ _ _

“What, you're not in the mood for a nice cappuccino?”

“Funny ‘quy.” With a grunt, the blgger man raised his massive bulk
from the ground, stood up, and stretched. “Listen, %ou can play in the
dirtif otut\évantl. Me, I’m tired o’ waitin’. I’m hittin"that box office now.”

“But the plan ..

“Forget tRe plan. Who cares if the rubes are here? | mean, look at
us! Who's gonna stop us?” _

His partner frowned. But he didn’t argue. o

.thTheoblgger man cracked his knuckles loudly. “I'm doin” it. You

with me?”

His partner si%hed and shook his head resignedly.

“Sure,” he said with a shrug.

Johanna’s trailer was small, but nice by the standards of the Cirque. She
sat on the bed with legs crossed, leaning forward with an eager smile.
Kurt sat—or more precisely, Perched_—m the chair opPosne her. He sat
in a comfortable crouch, his teet resting on the seat ot the chair, as the
two of them caughtup. _

“Ja, ja, und wie geht’ mit Jemaine und Stefan?”

“Du'weisst Jemaine—wie immer. Sie wohntjetzt in New York. Aber
Stefan, ach—" N

Before Kurt could finish the thou% t, the door burst open. “You!”
sﬂpttlted a slender young man in a stylish, tailored suit and high-collared
shirt,

~ Kurt started to straighten in his chair. “Mein herr, I must apolo-

gize—" he began.

|t was already too late, however. “Claude, no!” shouted Johanna.

Claude lunged at Nightcrawler, but the young man was no match
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for the mutant. With Iightnin%-_fast reflexes honed by long hours of
practice, Nightcrawler simply tlipped up and out of the way, aIIome
Claude to crash headlong int0 the chair. Kurt’s feet adhered'to the ceil-
ing, even as Claude landed in a heap on the floor. _ _

“Diable! ” Claude hissed through clenched teeth. He jerked to his
feet, readY for a second try. Johannajumped in front of him and pointed
afinger sternly. .

“What do'you think you are doing?” she demanded.

“I\t/llg?!" he shouted Iincredulously. “No one disrupts my show—
my art!

.y “Will you stop acting like a child, and start thinking like a creative
director?”"she replied. “Did you see the audience? They loved Kurt’s
performance!”

“Buthe—" . | _

“You are behaymgi irrationally. Do you even realize what you are
doing? You are t_rymg 0 fight a man who is standing on the ceiling!”

“The ...ceﬂ,mg.’_’ Claude’s eyes cleared as he began to cool
down. For the first time, he took 'a good look at his quarry. Night-
crawler remained in his upside-down crouch, making no move to
attack, but with his tail swaying back and forth cautiously as he
watched his opponent. _ _

“Yeah, the ceiling ” came a new voice. “And he’ll stay there if he
knows what’s %ood for him.” In all the confusion, no one had noticed
the teenager who stood at the door of the trailer, Yet, there she was. If
her icy tone wasn't enough, the hands on her hips and daggers in her
e‘yﬁs showed beyond a doubt that this young woman was not happy.
“What’s the big 1dea of ditching me?”

“Kitty!” Kurt exclaimed, as he flipped over to land on the floor. He

looked back and forth between Kitty and Claude. “I am afraid that |
owe hoth of you an apology. | was so'excited when | saw Johanna that |
fear | could not contain myself.. ”
KlttY eyed Kurt skeptically, but Claude looked thoughtful as be ran
a hand hrou%h his carefully"moussed hair. “The audience did react
well, didn’t they?” he mused. “Still, a few lighting cues could have
enhanced the sense of drama ..

Suddenly, Claude looked as though he'd been struck by a thunder-
bolt. “The audience!” he exclaimed. I must 3et back to the show!” He
quickly straightened his clothes and hurried past Kitty to the door.
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Almost as an afterthought, he turned back toward Kurt before makingi
his exit. “Perhaps later, you and | can speak about a more permanen
position.” Then he was gone, _ _ _

Johanna threw her arms around Kurt in an excited hug. “Kurt! Did
you hear? ‘A more permanent position!”” _

“Shyeah, right,” Kitty snorted with a smirk, “Like you'd reaII;/ give
up ... um, everything toJjoin up with a circus again. Right, Kurt?”

It took a minute Tor Kitty to realize that he hadn’t answered. Her
expression softened and she looked less confident. “Uh, Kurt. .. 7" she
ventured.

The blue-furred hero looked away.

Paolo sat in the small, red trailer, a look of intense concentration on his
face. The child of industrious immigrant parents, Paolo had come to the
United States when he was six )(ears old. His mami and papi had
worked long hours to make sure that he was the first member of his
family to finish high school and %o to college. When he graduated with
a degree in accounting, he thought they would burst with pride.

f course, his folks were so wrapped up in their own dreams that
they hadn't ever .stoR‘ped to consider his own. Two months at a major
accounting firm in New York merely confirmed what he had alwa?]/s
known: the button-down world of acCounting wasn’t for him. When he
came home one nl(]zht and announced that he was quntl_n(\; the firm to
J|0Iﬂ the circus, Paolo’s family didn’t know whether to faint or burst out

aughmq. After all, Paolo was small, bookish, and S|I?h_’[ of build—not
e}<tactly Qte type they could picture taming lions or defying death night
after night, _

~ What Paolo’s parents hadn’t considered, though, was the fact that
circuses need accountants, too. As chief bookkeeper for the Cirque,
Paolo was the one who made sure that everyone got paid on time and
the show stayed in the black. Even better, as manaﬂer of the box office,
his face was the first one that customers saw as they arrived. The job
didn’t i)ay as well as the one he'd left behind, but all in all, he was a
whole lot happier. 3 _ _

Paolo was in the midst of reconciling the evening’s receipts when
he was startled by a poundmg on the box office door. It figured. No
matter how many times he made it clear that he was not to be disturbed
when he was working, there was invariably some performer or
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roustabout who’d blown a paycheck on booze or cards and wanted “just
one little advance” on the next one. Didn’t they realize that every
night’s receipts represented literally thousands of dollars? He was
doing important work. With an annoyed grunt, Paolo ignored the door
and went back to work. o _
Still, Paolo’s visitor was not so easily dlscouragcsd. The pounding
started again, louder this time. “No advances! Go away!” Paolo

snapFed. ,
hat should be the end ofit, he thought.

But he was wron% _ o

Paolo jumped at the sound of screeching metal and crunchmﬁ_ﬁber-
%Iass as the heavy hox office door was su denI?/ ripped off its hinges.

hrough the doorway, he caught a glimpse of the Iarﬁest man he had
ever seen in his life. The man sta%gere_d backwards, then regained his
balance, as though he had tom off the reinforced door simply by pulling
on it with all his WEI%h’[. As the huge man casually tossed the door
away, the one thought that flashed through Paolo’s panicked mind was
that, at least, the man looked too large to fit through the entrance.

That was when his Partner entered instead.

Dressed in red tights and orange trunks and boots, the partner was
smaller than the man outside. Still, “smaller” was only a relative term.
More than six feet tall, the ruggedly handsome man entered the trailer
with a knowing smile. “Sorry, we can't just go away,” he said. “Not
without the money.” _

Frantically, Paolo ?roped beneath the ticket counter and pulled out
the shotgun that the tellers kept there for Erotectlon. Fumbling, he man-
ﬁgeg to cock the gun and pointed it a

ands,
~ The thief seemed undisturbed by the weapon. “That would be a
mistake,” he said. _

Paolo would never be sure whether he had meant to shoot. Either
way, the trailer filled with sound as the gun went off—aimed point-
blank at the intruder’s chest. ,

To Paolo’s surprise, however, the intruder was not even fazed by
the blast. And to his even greater surprise, Paolo was knocked off his
feet in a burst of se,arm%,pam ... as some of the buckshot ricocheted
and burrowed deep into his own shoulder!

“Toldja,” the man said with a wicked smirk.

the intruder with trembling
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As Paolo writhed on the floor, he watched the tall man gather uR,the
money and pass it to the higger man outside before heading out him-
self. The last thing Paolo heard before he passed out was the words of
the bﬂger man as the pair walked away:

“Now for the fun part.”

“You're ... you're really thinking about this, aren’t you?"” The comers
of Kitty’s mouth turned"down, and she looked sadly over at her friend.
Kurt hadn’t said much as they wandered alongside the river through the
darkened backlot. Then again, Kitty hadn’t asked too many questions,
either. But she had a good reason: She was afraid to hear the answer.

Kurt looked down at his cloven feet and breathed heavily. “I do not
know,” he 5a|d_softI%. o

“Who is this Johanna, anyway? Old girlfriend?” .

Kurt stopped in midstep. He turned toward Kitty and nearly smiled
despite himself as he shook his head. “Girlfriend? No, no, no. Johanna
and | were a team, but only professionally. Remember, even in my
years with der Jahrmakt, | was still very much in love with Amanda—
or Jemaine, as she called herself back then.”

His yellowish eyes grew wistful with memory. “Johanna was
always wonderfully gifted,” he continued. “She came from the city,
from'a very proper Bavarian family"—he puffed himse[fup to illustrate
his point—“one that would never even consider tolerating the shame of
achild in the circus. So one day, Johanna ran away. She joined our little
show, and suddenly, my solo act became a duo.”We were—and | say
this with no fear of modesty—quite wonderful.”

“How long were You tagether?” Kitty asked. _

~“Ayear, perhaps two,” Kurt replied. “One night, a man in an expen-
sive suit came to one of our performances. He offered Johanna a fea-
tured slot in the big circus in Munich.”

“Just her? Not You, to0?”

‘I%Jrr]t”smlled bitterly. “It wasn’t a freak show.”

The two grew silent at that, and they slowly resumed their stroll. It
was a nice ngaqht clear and warm. The stars ‘overhead competed for
dominance with the brighter lights from across the river,

Kitty gazed across at the distant riverbank and considered Kurt’s
words. Sometimes, it was hard for Kitty to remember that, much as her
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mutant powers set her apart from most people, she was still relatively
lucky. Her powers did not come with the price of any physical abnor-
malities. She did not have to hide herself behind ruby qfuartz lasses or
an |ma£ie inducer. Kurt liked to put up a charming front, but Kitty
couldn’t even imagine the loneliness that lurked beneath it.
She didn’t want to ask the question, but she had to. “You'd leave
the X-Men?” . _
~ Kurt looked at her with a troubled exPressmn. “I do not know,” he
said again. “The X-Men do such important work, and you all have
become so important to me. You are more than my friends. You are my

family.”

I-Ye stooped down to pick up a stone and skipped it across the river.
It bounced once, twice, three times, then sank into the dark water, “Yet,
| had another family hefore the X-Men. Equally colorful, equalIY_l. .
strange,” Kurt continued. “This is my chance to rejoin that family. How
?ftenl_do?e”s such an opportunity arise? How do I choose between my
amilies’

Kitty said nothin%.,She stared at the flowing water and thought
about the sight of her Triend soaring high above the crowds. She’d wit-
nessed his prowess dozens of times in training and in the heat of battle,
but it had never been like this. There was s_omethmgl_transcendent in his
style tonight, something |glorlous. Something—public. _

Ma¥be that was it For someone like Kurt, forced to hide for so
much of his life, the JoY of takln? center stage must be beyond words.
In the circus, Kurt could show off his God-given talents without fear,
because the audience would simply assume he was wearing a costume.

As long as the world feared mutants, though, the X-Men would
always be forced to stage their own “performances” in secret. The bulk
of their work took place away from eyes of the public. Even when the
X-Men saved the world, the world rarely saw them do it. And no one
Was ap Iaudm(I;l. ,

Kitty recalled the rapture on Kurt’s face as he had sat beside her
and watched the show. She remembered his sheer delight as he joined
the show himself, o

Finally, she took his hand and looked into his eyes. ,

“Fuzzy-elf,” she said qmetlr, “| think you should do it.”

Kurt looked back at her, a ittle surprised. He opened his mouth to

reply.
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But hefore the words could come, the silence was shattered by the
sounds of crashing and panicked shouts. Kurt and Kitty spun toward the
sound and identified it as corning from the main tent.

“Let’s go!” Kurt said.

They broke into a run.

By the time Kurt and Kit,tr reached the tent, the panicked audience was
pouring out of every available exit. There was no wa?/ to tell what was
goqu on inside. Whatever it is, it bad, Kitty thought,

ust_then, Klt(tjy spotted a little girl who'd been knocked to the
ground in the mad rush to escape. The girl screamed and raised her
arms to her face in a vain attempt to avoid being trampled by the
unthmklnq mob. _ _ _
~Instan I% Kitty leaped into the thick of the crowd, phasm? her bod
into intangibility as she went. She fell through the bodies of the mad-
dened crowd, ,turm,ng solid only when she reached the little girl. Kitty
shielded the girl with her own body, grimacing with pain as she took a
heav\X/_footmthe base of her spine. .

ish we couldphase out ofhere together, she thought. But while it

Was theoretlcall¥ possible for Kitty to turn other people intangible, nei-
ther she nor Professor X had fl%ured out how to make it happen yet. No,
Kltt)( was going to have to do this the hard wa)(. o

gnoring the pain, Kitty fought to her feet. She cradled the ?Iﬂ in
her arms and rode the crushing push of the crowd until the two ot them
reached safety. Setting the girl down on her feet in a clearing, Ki

hed ft%/Sttgthgld her feet I Kitty
made sure she was unharmed before ducking into the shadows to
change into her uniform. _ .
_ |tt¥) knew that she wasn’t supposed to be placing herself in poten-
tial combat situations. Her training had really only begun, and she still
had a lot to learn. Professor Xavier would have a fit if he knew.

Okay, but who says this is a combat situation? Kitty thought. It%
probably just an escaped tiger or something. The Professor never said
anything about tigers. .

And besides, she added silently as she took one more look at the
fleging crowd, this is an emergency.

Even as Kitty began to peel off her outer clothes, Ni%htgrawler Was
already inside the tent. He hadn’t been able to teleport his way in—
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there was too much confusion to be certain that he wouldn’t materialize
inside one of the scrambling bystanders—but his superhuman agility
allowed him to leap, tumble, and sail over the heads of the crowd until
he was through the entrance and in the clear. _

At once, Nightcrawler saw the source of the panic. He hadn’t been
sure what to expect, but it certainly wasn’t the familiar figure in trunks
at the center of the ring. _

“The Blob,” Nightcrawler said. _

The Blob was one of the X-Men’s oldest foes. Nightcrawler had
faced him once before, in Washington. Nightcrawler had been with the
rest of the X-Men, and the Blob was with' the latest incarnation of the
Brotherhood of Evil Mutants. Tlpplngf the scales at over five hundred
Pounds, the Blob was a solid mass of tlesh—flesh that was impervious
0 harm. Bullets, cannonballs, even torpedoes would simply embed
themselves in his ample layers of fat, only to shoot out again with a flex
of his mutant muscles. What’s more, once the Blob had rooted himself
to a spot, it was all but impossible to move him, _

ot that the roustabouts from the Cirque weren’t trying. A dozen
burly men swarmed over the evil mutant, yanking, pulling, and beatmg
him’to no effect. Or maybe there was some effect. The Blob seeme
amused, if nothing else. “Show’s closed, rubes!” he mocked. “Ya think
you can stop the Blob? Go get another couple hundred guys. Then
maybe we’ll talk!” ,

|t was obvious that the all-too-human circus crew was powerless
against the Blob. Yet, the Blob didn’t bother retaliating. He was too
busy with another task: brlngmg down the center pole. _

_ "The Blob used his tremendous vv_el(f}ht to rock the flft)(-foot tita-
nium pole back and forth, loosening it from the ground. Already, the
pole had begun to sway perilously In either direction. And since the
center pole provided the main support for the tent, if the pole went,
the entire big top would follow. _

Meanwhile, the Blob’s longtime partner and best friend, Unus the
Untouchable, was busyl/ in his own way. Nightcrawler had never met
Unus, but he had read the file Professor Xavier had assembled on him.
Unus was moving quickly among the stands, using an axe to smash
concession cases, seats, and anything else that got in'his way. Unus was
smaller than the Blob, but the circus folk were having no better luck
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agairgstﬂ?i{’n than against his partner. Unus’s impenetrable force field
saw to that.

Nightcrawler had seen enough. The odds that he could do any seri-
ous damage to the Bloh were slim, but they’d be better with momentum
on his side. Leapfroggm_g over a pair of Chinese acrobats, Nightcrawler
soared upwards, grabbing hold of the guy wires and using them to
boost his momentum as he headed for the roof of the tent. It was a risky
operation that demanded expert timing; with the center pole swaﬁmg
the way it was, the guy wires were constantly moving. It one of them
went slack in midswing, Nightcrawler would head" straight for the
ground. ACEIH% more out of nstinct than conscious thought, Night-
crawler navigated his course until he was directly over the Blob.

And then Nightcrawler let go. _
ngg1 crawler plummeted feet-first down the fifty-foot drop toward
the Blob. He was countm%_on the Blob’s mutant power to absorb the
shock of the fall and save his life. | suppose | have done more foolish
thm%s inmy life, he thought. But somehow, he couldn’t think of any.

lancing upward, the Blob caught sight of somethm? speeding
toward him. “Huh?” was all he could say in the moment before Night-
crawler hit him full force.

And then Nightcrawler bounced off,

~ Nightcrawler rocketed toward the bleachers as though propelled by
ajet-powered tramf)ollne. Even dazed, he twisted his body in midflight
to try to soften his landing, but there was only so much he could do, He
hithard, crashing through the seats. When the dust settled, all was silent
in the bleachers. |

The Blob eyed the distant seats and chuckled. He was about to go
back to work on the center pole when a furious figure ran screaming
toward him.

“No one ruins my show!” Claude howled as he charged the Blob.

The Blob’s eyes narrowed and grew dark with anger. “Oh, so this is
your show, huh?

Kitt}/ noticed that Unus was basicallg ignoring the performers’ attempts
to stop him. Not that Kitty could blame him, given how ineffectual
those att_emPts were. But as she got closer, her uniform obviously
caught his attention.
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“Aw, cripes,” he muttered, “The X-Men.” Then he took another
look at her. “What is this, kiddie night?” he said, sneering.

Kitty struck her best heroic pose. “The name’s Sprite, big man,”
she said, defiantly. “You're busted!” _ _

“ ‘Sprite™? Sprite? Oooh, there’s a name that strikes fear into my
he?rﬁ,” th”e replied with a guffaw. “Just go home, little girl, before you

et hurt,
g. The little girl crack was more than Sprite could stand. Unus was
still Iaughmg when she Phased_ through his force field, drew back her
foot, and drove it stralgh into his solar plexus in a thundering kick. Just
the way Wolverine ha taugiht her. _ ,

~ Unus flew backwards to the ground gaslpmg for breath with the
wind knocked out of him. He was considerably bigger than Sprite, but
he obviously wasn't used to fl%htmg defensively; usually, he simply
relied on his force field. Before Unus could recover, Sprite was on hin,
pummeling the villain left and right. .

Despite her spirit, though, there was only so much that SRH'[E
could do against her stronger opponent. Much as Sprite tried to phase
Her way through Unus’ blows, he eventually connected and knocked

er away.
, Reg);in_ing his feet, Unus picked up the axe and reared back. “Sorry,
kid,” he said, “out you're a little too dangerous.”

Just as the axe swung down, Sprite phased and let the weapon pass
harmlessIK through her. Then, with Unus off balance, she turned solid,
grabbed the axe handle, and smashed it across the bridge of his nose.

Unus went down like a ton of invulnerable mutant bricks.

Slowly, painfully, Nightcrawler pulled himself out of the twisted mass
of ruined seats. Perhaps that was not the best approach | could have
taken, he thought dryly as he shook his head to clear it. _

Looking around'to get his bearings, Kurt had to smile at the sight of
Sprite stan |n? over Unus’s unconscious form. Kitty didn't have much
experience yet, but there was no denying that the 'young mutant had
what it takes to be an X-Man, _

Kurt’s smile drogped, however, when he turned his gaze back to the
center ring. The Blob was holding a terrified Claude over his head. And
the Blob was angry. _

..ain'tno circus!” the Blob was shouting at the helpless Claude.
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“My buddy an’ me, we worked the camy circuit half our lives! Ele-
Phants,, candy com, a four-armed geek or two—that’s a circus! This
Wo-bit pansy act ain’t nothin’but ajoke! A joke on everyone who ever
put an honest day’s sweat into a real show! Well, the Loke’s over now!”

Claude screamed as the Blob hoisted him as high as he could and
Phrepared to drive the Frenchman headfirst into the ground. But just

en. ..

BAMF! _— .

The air in front of the Blob filled with smoke as Nightcrawler sud-
den!iv appeared from nowhere. Swiftly, the teleporter scooped up a
handful'of sawdust from the ground arid hurled it into the Blob’s face.
The Blob staggered back, coughing and choking, his eyes stinging from
the combination of dust and smoke. ~ ~ °

Taking advantage of the momentary distraction, Nightcrawler som-
ersaulted over the Blob, snatchlnF Claude from his hands and deposit-
ing him safely on the ground. Claude seized the opportunity and ran.
Nightcrawler watched the Blob warily as he remained in"a crouch,
ready to move at amoment’s notice. “Tsk, tsk. You mustn’t kill the cre-
ative director, Herr Blob,” Nightcrawler said with a pleasant smile.
“Haven't you ever heard that the show must go on?”

~ Despite his flip facade, Nightcrawler was worried. He'd been run-
ning rapidly through his options in his head. The bottom line was that
he could think of only one way to defeat the Blob. And it might just kill
them both ... if it worked at all. . .
~The Blob cleared his lungs and wiped the tears from his eyes. He
pointed a hammy finger at the mutant. “Bad move, freako. Ya shoulda
stayed out of it.” _ _

“With all due respect,” Nightcrawler replied coolly, “you have no

business calling anyone ‘freako.”” .
~“And now ya hadda go an’ make it personal, huh, X-Man? Yer little
trip to tli]p chedp seats ain’t nothin’ compared to what I’'m gonna do to
yanow!

“You are welcome to try.”

“Ain’t Y’OU |learned yet? Nothin’ can stop the Blob!”

Kurt’s Tips tightened. “I can,” he said. o

Nightcrawler leaped on top of the Blob, throwing his hody across
the massive mutant’s shoulder and head. With a BAMF!, the two were
obscured by a cloud of brimstone. An instant later, they were gone.
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“The only evidence that they had been there at all was the echo of
their screams.

The unlikely pair was still screaming in agony when theK reappeared in
midair two hundred yards away. Too weak to move, they tell limply
Into the cool waters of the Hudson River,

By the time he broke the surface of the water, the Blob was already
out cold from the excruciating strain of the tnB. The Blob’s immense
size worked in his favor, though makm_(t; him buoyant enough to stay
afloat even as the unconscious villain drifted aimlessly downriver.

Nightcrawler wasn't so lucky. It was alwa¥s painful for Night-
crawler to carry someone along when he teleported. But he had never
attempted to transport someone with the sheer mass of the Blob. Night-
crawler felt as thou?(h every cell in his body had been tom apart and
reassembled . . . backward. -

Can... black out, he thought with gritted teeth as he strugPIed
feebIY_ to keep his head above the surface. Kurt knew that he wouldn't
float like the Blob. If he allowed himself to succumb to weakness and
pain, he’d be done for, S _

Yet, the sight of the shore filled him with nothing more than
despair. Dry land wasn’t more than ten or twelve yards away, but it
might as well have been a mile. .

SoI...suppose |4 better. .. get started. Despite the aches that
wracked his limbs, Kurt forced himself to raise his leaden arm. He tried
one feeble stroke, then a second, and began the unremitting process of
inching his way to shore. o _

Suddenly, Kurt felt a hand cup his chin and hold his head ahove
water, A strong, slender arm wrapped itself around his chest.

“Kitty .... 7" he murmured. _ o

“Berdhige dich,” Johanna said, soothingly. “Ich bring dich riiber.”

~ With powerful, graceful strokes, Johanna began to tow her old
friend to safety.

Some time later, Kurt sat on the ground near the river, far from the
flashing red Il_?_hts of the special police van that would soon transport
Unus to a waiting cell. The Blob had vanished, which seemed almost
comical in light of his size. But the current was strong enough to carry
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him a fair distance away, and there were simply too many places where
he could have come ashore. . o

Kurt sat with a large towel draped about his shoulders, his hair still
damp from his plunge into the river. Now and again, he sipped at a
steaming cup of cappuccino from one of the concessions that hadn't
been destroyed. Johanna sat to his left, rubbing.her own hair vigorously
with a second towel to dry it in the night air. Kitty had long since
changed back into her streét clothes, and sprawled comfortably across
the ground to Kurt'sright. 0

urt turned to KI'[tY. over his coffee. “Katzchen?” he said, smiling.

“Hmmm?” she replied without opening her eyes.

“Thank you. This is the most memorable birthday present | have
received in & very long time.”

The three of them laughed at the thought. »

The laughter died away as Kurt looked up to see Claude striding
purposefully toward them. “| am sorry for the delay,” Claude said as he
approached. “The repairs will be extensive, but they are under way. In
addition, the police had many questions.” o

h Klktt)(/}| raised herself up on her elbows. “You kept us out of it, right?”
she asked.

He nodded in reply. “As the two of you requested. It is the least we
could do. Which brings us to the next order of business.” Claude
turned to face Kurt. “Atter all that you have done,” he said, “you may
h?ve g,place here for as long as you choose. May we count you as one
of us’

Kitty bit her Iig bravely as Kurt rose slowly to his feet. Johanna
stop&ed drymﬁ her hair and’looked on in anxious anticipation.

urt reached back to rub the scruff of his neck as he searched for
the proper words. “It is a most generous offer, mein herr,” he said, “and
| would be a fool to refuse. Nevertheless, | am afraid that is exactly
what | mustdo.” _ ,

Kitty’s face lit up in happy surprise. Johanna jumped up from her
Posmon on the ground. “You are turning it down?” she asked, incredu-
ous,

“| have to,” Kurt replied, placing his hands on his old partner’s
shoulders. “This circus is filled with wonderful performers who are per-
fectly capable of delighting an audience without my own meager con-
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tribution. Yet, how many of them could have stopped Unus or the Blob
tom%ht? How many could have saved all of those lives?”

urt’s gaze turned to Kitty, who smiled proudly in silent approval.
“| have a @llft that is all too rare,” Kurt continued. “It is my duty to use
it—my du ?/to the world, and my duty to myself.”

For a long moment, Johanna stared into Kurt’s eyes. Then, she
shrug%ed.,“_l understand,” she said with a sigh. “But will you at least
come fo visit sometime?” _

Kurt smiled warmly. “Now that | know where to find you? Of
course.” He %athered her in a gentle hug. “Aufwiedersehen, liehchen.”

“Aufwiedersehen, meinfreund,” she replied. _ ,

Kurt released Johanna gently and extended a hand to K|tt¥, helping
Her to her feet. “Come, kitten,” e said. “Itis getting late. It's time to go
ome.
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“Come on, Tin Man, i that the best you can do?”

Callisto, the de facto leader of the Morlocks, shoved at
Colossus’s arm, making him lose his focus, and he dropped
the dumbbell he was holding. _

“Comrade Callisto,” he said calmly, “how am I supposed to work if
you keep distracting me?” .

“If you were working, | wouldn’t have to distract You.” Even seated
on the weight bench, he was taller than she, but that didn’t appear to
faze her atall. She glowered at him with her one good eye and prodded
the dumbbell with her toe. It didn’t move. “Come on, pick it up. You'll
never get back into shape if you just sit there.” _

He leaned down, sighing. Yesterday she’d managed to make him
drop the welﬁht eight times in the first half hour of their session. Today
they were almost finished, and he’d only dropped it half that many
times. This could be deemed an improvement,

Callisto, asswzned the job of physical therapist, had taken up the
task with her customary singlemindedness, settmgi_up a comer of the
infirmary with WEI?htS and bars and driving her patients as mercilessly
as she drove herself. Most of them complained, but they knew better
than to quit on her, and they HOt better. ,

Colossus lifted the WEI? t, looking at her out of the comer of his
eye. She Jerked her chin at the dumbbell. “Ten more,” she said curtly;
he sighed again and began curling the weight upward. o

hen he got to eight, she go?gled his shoulder. He hissed in a
breath, and the weight wohbled {o the side, but he kept hold of it, clos-
ing his fm%ers with such force that the handhold compressed and the
end of the dumbbell tilted downward.

“Bozhe moi!” _

Callisto, surprised, gave a short bark of laughter. “Well,” she said,
“| see your strength is coming back.” , ,

Looking down at her with a smile, Colossus said, “So it would
seem. | have not done that to the equipment in a very long time.”

“Used to do that often, eh?” she said, one comer of her mouth
twitching. “But Xavier could afford it.”
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Colossus’s mouth quirked ruefull¥. “Actually, he made me
replace every weight | dama?ed, out 0 m>( student stipend. At one
point, | owed him money for three months. 1t was an unsettling exPe-
rience, so soon after | left Russia. | did not realize how expensive the
equipment was.” _ _

‘Well,” she said, sh_rug%mg “we might as well stop, unless you
want to keep working with that thlnﬂ the way itis.”

~ “No, thank you, Comrade Callistohe said qugckIY, and set the
ruined dumbbell on the bench. “It would pull to the side too much.”
~ Thatwas alie, and he knew Callisto knew it, but she let it pass. “All
right, then,” she said. “Now you get_to try the change again.” ,

Colossus grimaced. He hated this part of the session, when he tried
to change from his armored form to human. The first time theK’d tried
it, he’d collapsed, unconscious, and Moira had given Callisto the sharp
side of her on?ue. Callisto kept pushmE_hlm, though; there was no
other way to ?e the neural pathways working a?am.
~ “Very well,” he said, and closed his eges. After amoment the cords
in his neck stood out and his hands, doubled into fists, began to trem-
ble. A ripple passed over the organic steel of his skin, a sort of bow
wave of pink as his body tried to turn to flesh again. His back arched
and his head fell back, éyes wide and staring, mouth open in a silent
scream as pain spread along his limbs. The rlﬁple widened and gained
speed, so that his body almost seemed to flash from silver to pink and
back; for a moment he thought he was going to manage it, but he fell
to_his knees with a strangled cry. He braced himself against the floor
with one hand. _

“Sorry ... Comrade Callisto ... I'cannot..”

“You nearly made it this time, Tin Man,” she said, in what, for her,
was a gentle tone. “It’s getting easier.” _

‘The giant Russian gi_ave a humorless laugh as he pushed himself
Uprl%[]t.‘ asier is a relative term,” he said. _ ,

t that moment, an alarm klaxon sounded, a braying blare of noise.

Moira MacTaggart and the medical team burs _throuHh the infir-
mar%/ door, hustling a F(];umey toward the isolation unit, Callisto shifted
a the gumey [)_assed er, and swore violently under her breath when
she saw the patient’s face. . .

|t was Jessie, one of the two Morlock children who had made it to
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Muir Island. Callisto started forward, but Colossus laid his massive
hand on her shoulder and held herin place.
“No, Comrade Callisto,” he said, his voice pitched low. “Let Dr.
MacTaﬁgart take care of her.” o
~ Callisto twisted out from under his fmgers and turned to (I;Iare up at
him. “ don’t know how you X-Men do things, but we Morlocks take
care of each other,” she snarled, and jerked past him, following Moira
and the gumey. , _
Colossus ‘shook his head and went after her. It seemed that life had
become a series of medical emergencies ever since the Marauders
attacked the Morlock tunnels beneath the island of Manhattan. Very
few Morlocks were left alive after that, and the X-Men had suffered
casualties as well: Colossus and Nightcrawler were both left comatose,
and Shadowcat had been trapped in‘an ethereal state, unable to turn oft
her phasing power. _
hings had been looking up, however. Shadowcat was on the mend,
thanks to the intervention of Reed Richards of the Fantastic Four,
thouqh she still could not achieve a solid form, and Colossus was on the
road to recovery. Nightcrawler, though, was still in a coma.
The Morlocks, however, weren’t all that lucky. Colossus prayed
that Jessie would not be the next member of that outcast group of
mutants to die.

When they got to the isolation unit, the emergency team was transfer-
ring Jessie to a hospital bed.

~Moira looked up and opened her mouth to order them out, saw Cal-
listo’s scowl, and went about her work without a word. Callisto stood
quietly while the medical team worked over Jessie, but as soon as they
seemed to be finished, she stepﬁed over to Moira,

MacTaggart held up her hand before Callisto could speak, and
waved the medical team out of the room. When they’d gone she spoke.
“She was out playin’, and Jamie Madrox heard her scream. When he got
to her, she was lying on the strand in convulsions, and boulders were
explodin’ all around her. Her mutant power was out of control. It took
him five minutes to get to her, for having to dodge the buggers.” She
Pushed her glasses up with her knuckles. “Now,” she went on, “before
he ... Before you brought her here, had her power started to manifest?”

131



X-MEN LEGENDS

Callisto nodded. “There had been three or four incidences.”

“And she’d sustained a blow to the head in the flghtmg}?”

“Yes,” Callisto replied shortly. “She was unconscious for daxs.”

“Ach,” Moira said softly, *I remember. A nasty concussion she had,
poor bairm. But she seemed fine once she woke,” Her brow furrowed.
‘But now that | come to think,” she said, “I don’t remember her powers
manifesting while she’s been here. Is that right?”

Callisto thought for a moment, then nodded. “She was supposed to
report to a grown-up if it did.” _ _
~ “Bloody hell,” Moira swore, “Having the powers shut off like that
is abad sign.” She sighed heavily. “Well, we have a new problem now.
She's in a coma. There’s naught to be done, save keep her comfortable,
until her power settles down. ,

“Keep her comfortable? That’s all?” Callisto took a step toward
Mmia, thrusting her face to within an inch of the other woman’s,
snarling. ,

‘Moira was unfazed by the threat. “I will do what’s best for my
patient,” she said in a deceptively even tone, “and when you have your
own medical degree, I'll listen t0 your suggestions. Now clear out and
let me help the child as much as | can.” _

“Comrade Callisto, Dr. MacTag%art IS rlght,” Colossus said from
She door. “There is nothing we can do here, and your anger will not help

essie.”

Callisto rounded on the Russian, ready to light into him next, when
the cardiac monitor began to beep faster. Jessie moaned, and Callisto
waskbxnthe bedside in an instant. “Jess?” she said, “Jess, are you
awake’

The child’s eyes opened and the monitor began to beep errati-
cally. She stared, not seeing anything in the room; then her back
arched and her mouth opened as though to scream, and the blanket
H)Ided at the end of the hospital bed flew into the air and burst into

ames.

Callisto swore and snatched at the bur.nln(lq cloth, but Colossus was
there hefore her and batted it out of the air. It landed in a heap on the
floor and he stomped the flames out with his massive foot. _

Moira hurried to the drugi cabinet and began preRarmg a syringe.
The mirror over the sink exploded, sending deadly shards flying, and
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Moira cried out as one sliced through her lab coat and scored her ribs,
but never stopﬁed what she was doing. _ _

Colossus had the presence of mind to bend over Jessie, protecting
her from the flying glass, which merely bounced off his armored skin.

"Move!" Moira shouted, and Colossus straightened, t_hrowmﬁ_ up
an arm to fend off a flying roll of burning bandages, which Callisto
stomped out. Moira fumbled one-handed for the injection port as small
items flew off the shelves of the drug cabinet and burst into flames or
exploded, and nyect_ed the contents of the needle into the IV line.
Within seconds, Jessie’s back relaxed and the flying objects fell to the
floor. The heart monitor settled into a slow, uneven rhythm. Colossus
found the fire extln?msher and began putting out the fires,

~ Moira blew out a breath and dropped the syringe into the disposal
bin. “Well,” she said, “l see we’ll have to amend the dosage.”

“What?” Callisto hissed. “What do you mean, amend the dosage?”

Moira sighed and pushed her glasses up with her knuckles algam.
“The sedative we ﬁave her before wore off too quickly.” She pulled a
stethoscope out of her pocket and bent over Jessie, listening to her lungs.
- “Butl thou%ht ou said she was in a coma,” Callisto said, narrow-
ing her eye. “Why does she need sedatives?”

“Because if she. be?_ms to regain consciousness, her power goes
berserk,” Moira replied tiredly as she straightened up. “We canf wake
her up, not unless we can figure out how to get her power under control.
You saw what hagpened éust now. Do you think she could stand that
kind of thing for long?” She moved to the cardiac monitor and began
checking the printout for the last few minutes. “Ach!” she said, pulling
the paper through her fingers, “It’s worse than | thought. That last
siezure put enormous strain on her heart. Ifthere’s another episode, it'll
kill her.” She looked up at Callisto, grim-faced.

“And if she wakes up, it’ll happen again,” Callisto said tonelessly.

Moira nodded, one short Jerk of her chin. “I’'m afraid we're goin™to
lose her, no matter what we do.” , _

Callisto’sjaw tensed. “Then you'd better come up with something,”
she ,sald,throu?h her teeth, “becatse I’m not WI||In? to give up on her, If
Jessie dies IIl cut you up into pieces too small to use for bait.” She
turned on her heel and stalked out of the small room.
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The next morning when Colossus came for his physical theraﬁy Ses-
sion, Callisto was not there. Colossus smiled to”himself: she was
always caustic if he was so much as a minute behind time. But when
she Still had not arrived after fifteen minutes, he began to worry and
wentto look forher. _

She was in the isolation unit with Jessie. Once he saw her there, he
realized that he wasn’t completely surprised. What did surprise him
however, was the fact that she was reading to the child. He stepped
back from the large window that looked into the room, moving so that
}hekmértam to one side of the glass would hide most of him if she
ooked up. _ ,

But she never did. She bent over the book, absorbed in the story.
She looked odd, almost wrong, somehow, and Colossus realized that
for the first time in their acquaintance, she didn’t look strung taut, wait-
mgi to launch herself at the next problem. Her voice, though he could
not understand the words through the glass, had a gentleness in it, even
in the midst of what were obviously rousing action scenes, that held
him fascinated until she paused to reach for a glass of water on the table
next to the bed. . _

It seemed a shame to interrupt her, but she’d have his head on a
plate if he skipped the session. He took a deep breath and tapped gently
on the Hl_ass with his finger. _ o

Callisto started when she heard the noise, and in an instant she
went into what, even seated, was a defensive posture. She turned, scan-
ning for trouble, and scowled when she saw Colossus. She closed the
book and laid it on the table, pausing for a moment to smooth Jessie’s
hair from her forehead before she strode to the door, ,

“What?" she demanded once she was outside. She’d forgotten their
session completely. Colossus knew better than to grin.

“I believe it it time for our therapy session,” he said gravely, and
she swore under her breath, o
] t“R|ght,” she said. “Okay, then, why are we wasting time here?

e ,S gOI”

That day’s session was the roughest one shed put him through yet. He

was happy to find that his coordination was returning along with his
strength, and that both were nearly back to normal. When she finally
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asked him to try the transformation again he didn’t complain, because
he knew that she’d let him rest afterward. He fared a little better than he
had the day before, but still could not complete the change.

Callisto gave a satisfied nod. “You're doing better, and you really
don’t need these sessions anymore. Consider yourself declared fit for
duty.” She turned and walked away without waiting for a reply.

Even thou?h Callisto had ended the therapy sessions, Colossus contin-
ued to go to the infirmary at the usual hour. It was a ﬂood time to visit
Nightcrawler. He hated to see his friend so still; in all the time he had
known Kurt Wagner, Colossus had rarely seen him motionless, and it
was dlsturbm%. ut Moira said that soméwhere in there, Kurt might be
aware of what was going on around him, so Colossus followed Kitty’s
examEIe, and talked to him. _ _ _

“Friend Kurt,” he said when he arrived on the third morning, “I see
gou have company.” Jessie had been moved from the isolation unit to a

ed at the near end of the main ward. He was glad to see it; perhaps it
meant she was gettlng better. _

“When youare both well,” he went on, “the two of you will get
alon _famously. She loves to play hide-and-seek.” For a moment he sat
watching Kurt, thinking of all the times the furry blue teleporter had
ﬂppped In on him with no warning, and a smile tugged at the comers of
I|s r&wotuth. It had sometimes been annoying, but Jessie would have
oved it.

~Another voice drew his attention, and he looked up to find Callisto
ﬁ[ttlﬁg gext to Jessie’s bed. She was reading again, and Colossus shook
is head,

“I do not think | would have believed it if | had not seen it with my
own eYes,” he said softly. “Comrade Callisto did not seem the type to
read aloud.” He looked at Kurt, imagining his response to the sight of
Callisto withabook. _ _

_For a time he kept silent, listening to the rise and fall of Callisto’s
voice. As before, Colossus could not make out the words, but the sound
of her voice was comforting. He waited for a pause in the narrative,
then, with a whispered good-bye, left Kurt’s bedside.

He had to pass Jessie’s bed on the way out, and as he got nearer, he
began to make out the words Callisto was reading.

135



X-MEN LEGENDS

He stoPped, fearin? his footsteps would disturb her, and watched in
amazement as she confinued to read. She looked so different, not at all
like the bitter, cynical woman who had cracked the whip during his
therapy. Her face, without its customary scowl and curled lip, looked
much younger, and even the black eyepatch she wore seemed somehow
less fierce and intimidating. For the first time he noticed that she was
's\}lartlr}glto éose the gaunt, emaciated look she’d had when they came to
uir ISland.

She seemed to sense that he was behind her, and her posture did that
queer shift he had seen before. She closed the book and stood up. By the
time she was out of the chair, the scowl had come back to her face.

“What?” she snapped, and her scowl deepened, but Colossus
thought that he caught a faint undertone of embarrassment in her voice,

*| am sorry, Comrade Callisto,” he said, looking down at his silver
toes. “I did not mean to disturb you. I was ... | could not help listen-
ing.” He looked Uf) again, curiosity in his face. “What is that story? |
have not heard it, | am sure, but it Sounds familiar”

~ “The Wizard of OzT she said, and Colossus nodded. Kitty had made
him watch the movie with her once. _

“Ah,” he said, and then could think of nothing else. For a moment
the?/ stood, staring at each other. “Well,” Colossus said after an uncom-
forfable moment, “please do not let me keep you from your reading.”
He gave a small nod and walked past her. If his armored skin had been
capable of it, he would have been blushing.

Over the next several days he watched for Callisto when he visited
Kurt, ho_Plng to hear more of the story. Oddly, after that first day, she
read a little Touder and he could make out most of her words. After a
few days, her voice began to sound strained, and one morning she
closed her book with a snap. _

“Look,” she said sharply, “if you want to hear this, come on over
here and listen. My throat’s %ettmg sore.”

Colossus, caught, did notreply. _

“Well, come on, Tin Man,” stie said irritably when he didn’t move.
“I don’t have all day, here.”

After that, Colossus made a point to be in the infirmary when she was
reading—he found out her schedule from Moira. Several times, when
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she’d finished readinghand they were hoth leaving the infirmary, they
began talking about the passage she’d just read, dlscussm‘q it all the
war_to the dmmgI hall. Durmg those talks he was amazed o find that
Callisto could hold up her end of a conversation when she wanted to.
He told no one of his discovery—no one would have believed him. To
everyone else in the island complex, she presented exactly the same
taciturn, scowling face that she aIwaYs had, snarling at pGOR]e if they
tried to make friendly overtures. But there was definitely a chink in the
emotional armor she’d layered around her to keep people from getting
too close, and Colossus was glad. The woman behind that armor was
lonely, and needed a friend, and he meant to be that friend.

Kitty, of course, was the fist one to notice that Callisto behaved differ-
entlyrto Colossus. _ _

~ They were in the Battle Room. She was perched in the air, watch-
ing him ‘go through a simple practice routine. She took no notice when
the solid holographic opponents and their weapons passed through her
phased form, though she did him the courtesy of moving out of his way
when he would have passed through her as well. _

“Much better,” she said when he had finished. “You knocked five
seconds off gour_best time.” She twisted around in the air so that she
appeared to be lying on her stomach. “So,” she said nonchalantly, after
% plela_u?e,o"and Colossus groaned inwardly. “What’s up with you and

allisto’

Colossus lifted an eyebrow at her. “Nothing.” ,

Kitty sat up again. “Oh, come on, Peter, 1 don’t believe that for
onf_ nygiyte. he’s.. .different when you're around. Haven't you
noticed?

_ Truthfulllz_, he had. He'd hoped it was because they were becoming
friends, but Kitty seemed to think there was another reason. Best to dis-
abuse her of that idea, and qmcklg. - _ .

“We have been discussing a book she is reading to Jessie,” he said,
and Kitty ?ave an unladylike snort.

“Rl_?h . Discussing abook. Look, Peter.. " _

“Kitty,” Colossus interrupted sternly. “Callisto is worried about
Jessie, ana needs a friend.”

~ “Callisto doesn’t need anybody.” She stood up and came over to

him, putting a phantom hand on his arm. “Look, you need to be careful,
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okay? Callisto isn’t someone you want to be too friendly toward. She’s
notused to it, and she could take it wrong. She’ll turn on you, Peter, if
you push her too far.”

olossus m%hed. Kitty had seen the Morlock at her worst, more
than once. But that was bllndlng her to the chan?es in Callisto, he was
sure of it. And there had been changes for the better, since they'd come
to Muir Island. _ _

“Do not worry,” he said. “Callisto has lost much, and that loss has
chan;g_ed her. She 1s not entirely the same woman )(ou remember.”

ity frowned. “That’s for sure. The woman | remember wouldn't
have“\t}\?ﬁntggoopmg around about your personal life.”
at’

“Yeah, she was asking me all kinds of questions yesterday
about. .. about us.” Kitty bit her lip and turned away from"him, her
fingers t{allmg through his arm. “Don’t worry, | didn’t tell her any-
thing. | figured it was for you to tell.” There was the slightest tremor in
her voice, and Colossus winced. She acted so normally to him most of
the time that it was easy to pretend that nothing had ever been wrong
Between them, that théir friendship was the same as it had always

een.

Friendsip, hah! a voice in his head scoffed, Piotr Nikolaievich, you
are afool. But he ignored it, as he usually did.

“Kitty, | am sorry,” he said. He reached out to put a hand on her
shoulder, but remembered that he could not, and drew it back. It would
not have comforted her anY_way. “I will speak to Callisto, and she will
not ask you any more questions.” He turned to leave, but stopped when
Kitty Fg)atsse,g through him and hovered in the air directly in front of him,

eter,

She looked worried and solemn, and he sighed. “Don’t worry,
Katya, | will be careful,” he said. She nodded and stepped aside, and he
left the room without looking back at her.

|t was not Callisto’s usual time to read to Jessie, but Colossus checked
the infirmary anyway. She wasn’t on the ward, but neither was Jessie. A
cold dread settled around his heart, . _

“tPett]er!” Moira called to him from Kurt’s bedside, and Peter hurried
over to her.
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“What happened? Where is Jessie?” .

~“Easy, lad, easy,” Moira replied. “We've taken her back to the iso-
lation unit. Poor bairn, she started to wake up, and then things hegan
}]o fly around the room. That was about an hour ago. Callisto is with
er now.

i “Thank you, Doctor,” Colossus said. “I was just looking for Cal-
isto,

Moira, seeing his grim expression, clucked her tonque at him.
“Here, now, boyo, don’t qo storming in there after her. You'll upset her.
a,n(ri] tthat might upset Jessie. Mind you be gentle wi” her, she needs that
right now.

g Colossus’s jaw tightened, but he had to admit she was right. He
ga?/e a grave nod. “Do not worry, Dr. MacTaggart. | will temain
calm.

Moira lifted an eyebrow and gave him a hard look. “See that you
do,” she said, and turned back to her patient. It was obviously a dis-
missal, and Colossus turned away and headed for the isolation Unit.

Callisto was sitting next to the bed, leaning with her elbows on the mat-
tress, holding Jessie’s hand in hoth of hers. She looked emotionally
wrung out, as thouPh she were _wear%/ of clinging to hope. She sat up
when she heard Colossus come into the room. o

“Comrade Callisto,” he said, “What happened? Is Jessie all right?’
. Callisto closed the ook on her lap. “Her body adjusted to the seda-
tive, and they had to change the dosage. Jessie’s a scrapper, thou?h,
she'll get through this.” But Colossus heard in her voice that, for the
first time, she didn’t believe it. _

“So, what brings you here, Tin Man?” Callisto asked. “If you came
to listen to me read, you're too late.” _
~ “Actually, no,” he replied. “Kitty said that you were asking ques-
tions about me. She would not have told you this, but what you were
ta_skmgfwas . ... painful for her. I would prefer that you ask such ques-
jons of me.

“Well, well,” Callisto said, one comer of her mouth lifting in a
humorless half smile. “You're her knight in shining armor, are you?”

“l 5|mp(ljy prefer that you ask me directly if 'you have questions
about me,” Colossus said gravely.
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She stared at him for a moment, stud%/mg him, then seemed to
come to some decision. “All right, if that’s the way you want to play it
What’s up with you and the kid?” _

“IfY_ou mean Kitty, nothing is “up’with us.”

Callisto gave a short, low laugh. “Right. That's the reason she looks
at you like YOU hung the moon.” _ .

“My relationship with Kitty is . . . complicated,” Colossus said. He
looked away, focusing on the medicine cabinet. “Kitty is older than her
gea,rs in many ways. She believed that she loved me, and | felt... |

elieved ... 'thought she was too young to understand those feelings
truly, and | was determined to wait until she was older to tell her how |
felt. But then an entity called the Beyonder transported many of Earth’s
heroes to another world to study us, and | met Szaji.” He stopped,
rememberlnﬁ,.. _ o
:\S(rc])u ge dlg love with her,” Callisto said. “What happened?”
e died.

For a moment neither of them spoke. The cardiac monitor’s steady
beep-beep-beep filled the silence between them, and Colossus focused
onit, Ie_ttln? the_?r|ef swirl around him and drain slowly away.

“Kitty took it badly, I suppose?”

“She’took it better'than I expected.” _

They fell silent again. The monitor continued its bee'omg. _

“Look, Tin Man,” Callisto began, but before she could continue the
heart monitor burst into a frenzy of beeps, a wild, irregular pattern. An
alarm klaxon began to blare, _

Callisto leaped for the IV line and %unched abutton on the sedative
delivery mechanism. Several CCs of the medicine poured into the V.
Jessie, Just beginning to convulse, relaxed, and Colossus gave a smzh of
relief. But the next Instant the child’s back arched so fiercely that she
touched the bed only with her head and heels, and the monitor went
berserk again. The chair Callisto had been _sﬂtmq in began to vibrate,
the medicines in the cabinet rattled on their shelves, and the bedside
table began to rock back and forth, _

~ Colossus %abbed Callisto and, lifting her bodily off the floor, car-
ried her out the door. She struggled to get free, and cursing him,
shrieked for him to let her go back to Jessie, but he |([1n0red her.

At that moment, Moira MacTaggart arrived af a dead run. She
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barely sgared a glance at them on her way to the isolation unit. Colos-
sus sét Callisto down and followed her _ o

Colossus reached the door first, and caught the cardiac monitor as it
came flying through. Moira ducked underneath his arm and went to
Jessie’s side, reach[n? for the sedative delivery. Colossus dropped the
monitor as it burst into flames and went to stand beside Moira, shield-
ing IEler with his bulk and batting away as many airborne items as he
could.

The sedative had no effect. Moira was about to deliver another dose
when Callisto barrelled into the room and grabbed herarm.
il thl)l she shouted. “She can’t take three doses that fast, it could
Il her!”
_Moira shook Callisto’s hand from her arm, “S endmg her power
like that will definitely kill her,” she said flerceE/. “The sedative is her
onIY chance.” They stared at each other as the EEG machine began to
rattle on its table. Colossus picked it up and hurled it through the door.
Itexploded in the air. _

“All right,” Callisto said at last, “do it.” Her face was bleak, and she
turned away as Moira pushed the hutton aFam.

For a Second Jessie relaxed, but only for a second. Her mouth
opened and she ?ave a high, wailing scream. Every loose object in the
room rose into the air, burning or exploding, and the window wall
began to tremble. Colossus grabbed Moira and Callisto and pushed
them to the floor, covering as much of them as he could with his body
as the entire window wall exploded. Jessie’s scream broke off, and she
slumped to lie flat aPam. _ _ _

verythm? fell to the floor, rattling and thumping and crashing, and

then the Crackle of flames was the only sound besides the klaxon.

Colossus stood, then helped the” women to their feet. They all
looked down at Jessie, Iymg unnaturally still. Moira reached out and
prut her fingers on the child’s throat, but it was merely a formality.

hey'd all seen death too many times not to recognize it

Callisto ﬁlcke,d up Jessie’s limp hand, cradling it in both of hers.
“Door kid,” she said. “You didn’t deserve this.” She reached up to close
the child’s eyes. When she turned to face the others, her expression was
cold and hard; it was the old Callisto, the Morlock leader whom no
emotion but anger touched.
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“I should never have let you give her that last dose,” she growled at
Moira, “I should never have brought her here.” She stalked off, knock-
ing aside the medical team who got in her way.

Moira sighed. “She shouldna blame herself. There was nought she
could have done.” She laid a hand on Colossus’s arm. “Go after her. See
that she doesna break anything of importance, will you, lad? I'll take
care of things here.” ,

Colossus nodded and went after Callisto.

He found her in the Battle Room, running a training scenario. He stood
in the observation bay that looked down on the room and watched her
as she fought. She wasn't graceful, precisely, but she had an economy
of movement that held its own beaut%. She spun from opponent t0
opponent, dodging blows and landing her own, never stopping any of
them, but sIome them down considerably. She held her own until one
huge lout—who [ooked, Colossus was dismayed to note, somewhat like
him—grabbed her from behind in a choke Rold. She used her elbows
and feet and even her teeth against him, but he was holding her off the
floor and she had no leverage. After a few moments her struggles
slowed, then ceased as the oXygen to her brain was cut off, and she
slumped in the fellow’s grasp. _ _
t that point the simulation should have shut itself off and the solid
hoIogBrams should have vanished, but neither of those things happened.
~“Bozhe moil The safeties are off!” Colossus bolted out of the obser-
vation room and down the stairs. The door was locked, and he slapped
his hand over the palm plate. Several a%qmzmg seconds later the door
slid open and Colossus ran inside. The |? hologram was still holding
Callisto, and Colossus shouted, hoping to distract it. The hologram
turned, and Colossus hauled back and hit it as hard as he could. The
holo%gahm s eyes rolled up in its head and it dropped Callisto. Colossus
caught her.
q‘End simulation!” he shouted as the rest of the holographic goons
|3I51trte_d Lo.wlard him. They flickered out and he sat down, cradling Cal-
isto in his lap.
After a fgw seconds she began to cough, and sat up.
~ “What the hell are you doing here?” she rasped, pushing herself off

his lap.,
“E(ou turned off the safeties. One of the holograms was killing you.”
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“So you charged in here to rescue me,” she said acidly. “How

sweet. But what made you think | wanted rescuing?” =
~ Colossus made no replg, and she shrieked and flew at him, aiming a
kick at his chest. He turned so that her foot brushed him and slid off,

“Comrade Callisto .. _

“Why can’t you just mind ... your...own .. .business!” Every
word was punctuated b?/ a blow, and Colossus shifted so that none of
them landed squarely; it they had, she’d have shattered bones. His easy
avoidance of her fists and feet seemed to enrage her further, and she
dealt him blow after blow. He continued to avoid them, leading her
around the room in what almost seemed like a dance.

When the rain of blows finally started to slow down, and she began
to miss completely, he stopped his evasion and scooped her up in his
arms like a child, . .

“That is enough,” he said gently, and held her still when she strug-
gled. “You need to rest now.” =

Ignoring her protests, he carried her out of the Battle Room.

By the time they reached Callisto’s quarters, she'd stopped struggling
and lapsed into"a sullen silence. She refused to open the door, S0 he
took her wrist gently and set her hand over the palm ﬁlate. The door
opened, and he carried her inside and set her down on the bed.
Without looking at him, she lay down, cradling the wrist he had held
to her chest, He could see red marks where his fmgiers had rested, even
though he’d been as careful as possible not to hurt her. He sighed and
pulled the blanket over her. She turned away from him to face the wall.
He sighed. “Comrade Callisto,” he said softly, “Do you not think
we have suffered enough losses already?”
Her reply was to pull the blanket tighter about her, ,
Colossus sat down on the floor next to the bed. She had {ust suf-
fered the last in a series of devastating losses, and whether she
acknowledged it or not, she needed human comfort. He looked at his
hand, the organic steel gleaming in the light. It was, he knew, warm
enough to the touch, but 1t was hard, and hardly comforting. And he had
barely learned to master his strength again in this form. Even if he
could convince her to let him offer comfort, he was liable to hurt her.
Closing his eyes, he tried again to change from armored to human
form. The pain was as intense as ever, but this time he was able to keep
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it from overwhelming him. He gave a mental push and the transforma-
tion was complete _ _ _ _

He sat up, and found Callisto leaning on her elbow, looking at him.
“I knew you'd figure it out sooner o later, Tin Man.” she said. Then her
eyebrow lifted and she looked him up and down. “Aren’t you cold?”

Peter felt the heat rising in his cheeks. “Er, well, yes,” he stam-
mered, suddenly conscious of (JUSt how little he was wearing. “Perhaps
|'should qo and; er, get dressed.”

“Spoilsport.” she said, and the flush spread down Peter’s neck. She
laughed and made a shooing motion, “Go on, before you freeze. Or die
of embarrassment,” she said. Peter went, gratefully. _

He paused at the door and turned back to her. “Would you mind,”
he said gravely, embarrassment forgotten, “if I came back once | am
dressed? | would like the compan\/.” o _

“I think | would like that, Piotr Nikolaievich,” she said. ,

It was only after he got to his quarters that it occurred to him to
wonder how she had learned his real name.

An hour and a half later, after a trip to the dining hall and then back to
his quarters to collect his sketchbook and pencils, Peter arrived back at
Callisto’s door. It was open, so he stepped inside. .

Callisto was asleep. Rather than wake her, he settled down in the
chair to wait until she woke. She looked so different in sleep, S0 peace-
ful, that he pulled his sketch pad onto his lap and began to draw.

Hours later, when his hand began to cramﬂ and the picture to blur
on the paqe_, Peter put down his pencil. Though she had stirred several
times, Callisto had not waked, and he was ready to fall over from
exhaustion himself. He stretched his hand and rubbed his eyes, and
looked at the drawing. _

_He had drawn her sleepm?, one hand curled under her cheek like a
child. The hard planes of her face had filled out with re(]]ular and suffi-
cient meals, and her mouth, usually drawn tight, was fuller.

Allin all, it was a good likeness, even thou%h it scarceli/ resembled
the waking woman. The woman in the picture, though, was the one who
P_akd read t0 Jessie, the woman he thought of as his friend. Yes. A good
ikeness.

Peter pulled the drawing from the sketch pad and left it on the
dresser. He'd told Callisto he’d be back, and he wanted her to know that
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he’d kept his word. Quietly he left the room and headed for his own
quarters, and bed.

He was in the dininﬁ_hall eating breakfast—a huge breakfast—the next
morning when Callisto stormed in, the drawing he'd done of her
clenched in herhand. o

~ “What the hell is this?” she demanded, brandishing the paper at
him. Heads turned in their direction. _ _

He blinked, a forkful of eggs halfway to his mouth. “A drawmg,
Coognrade Callisto,” he said. When she didn’t say anything, he added,
11 OU.”

yThis IS not me,” she said through her teeth, and ripped the paper in
two. “I look nothing like this.” She emphasized each word by ripping
the pieces aPam., , ,
b Suddenly Kitty’s head and shoulders appeared in the middle of the
able,

“Sit down!” she hissed at Callisto. “People are staring.”

“Kltt%," Peter said sharply, “I can deal with this on my own.”

“Yeah,” Callisto added, “Buttout”

“Well, excuse me for trymﬁ to help,” Kitty said huf_ﬁlzl and walked
through first Peter’s plate and then Peter himself, her chin high in the air.

Peter winced. “I hate it when she does that.” _

“Poor baby.” Callisto did not sound very sympathetic.

_He sighed. “Please, Comrade Callisto, Sit down.” He looked at her,
W&Itlf\]/% and after a moment she sat, reluctantly. “Thank you.”

“Why did you draw me like this?” she said in a low, fierce voice,
and shook the ragged quarter sheets at him. “I am nothing like that
woman. Nothing!

~“I drew you that way because | saw a woman capable of compas-
sion, of gentleness,” he said. “Forgive me if | made an error.” He tried to
keep the anger out of his voice, but was not entirely successful. He'd
left the drawing for her, after all, and she was entitled to tear it up if she
phtos?. But he didn’t understand how she had so misconstrued his
intent,

“Compassion and gentleness are for peoEIe who don’t have to
scramble just to feed the ones who depend on them. Peaple who live in
}(h_le| hdu[pan world. Where I live, compassion and gentleness will get you

illed.
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“Is that really how you see yourself?”

_“Yes. And ifyou had any brains, you would too. Don'ttry to glam-
orize me, Tin Man. 1’'m not all sweet'and pretty like Kltt){. I’'m a Mor-
lock, and I always will be.” She pushed away from the table and stalked
out ofthe dining hall. .

~ Peter was just pushing his own chair back from the table when
Kitty stopped him. = ,

‘Wait, Peter,” she said. “She doesn’t want company right now.”

He leaned back in his chair. “The last time she stormed off like that,
| found her in the Battle Room with the safeties off. | am not so sure
that lettting her go off alone when she is this angry is a good idea.”

“That was right after . . . after Jessie died, right?”

Peter nodded. _ .
~ Kitty laid her hand over his arm. He couldn’t feel it, of course, but
it was comforting all the same. “She wasn’t thinking straight then, from
the grief. This is different. Right now, she’sjust mad.”

‘Still. . Peter frowned. “I do not like it, Kitty.”

She jerked her hand back. “Why are you so worried about her?”
she said sharplry. “This is Callisto we're talking about, here. She led
%hetwoggcks or years. Why do you suddenly have this urge to pro-
ect her’

~Peter opened his mouth to deny it, but found that he could not. He
did feel that Callisto should be protected. Which, on the face of it
was ridiculous. He’d seen her take on opponents who were bigger and
stronger than she, and leave them lying in the dust. But opponents she
could hit with her fists were not what she was fighting now. She was
_fllﬁhtmg hedr own emotions, and that was a hattle for which she was
il-prepared.

pK|I_%(tjy,_watching his face, made a small, surgrised sound. “Peter,”
she said tightly, “I told you before, you need to be careful of Callisto.
She’stlnott_tﬁe to kindness.” She turried and walked away, her back elo-

uently stiff.

: Pe)t/er sat back in his chair. Wonderful, he thought in disgust. Now |
have made them both angry. He looked at the shreds of paper on the
table. And I don't even know why.

He puzzled over it on and off most of the day, and went to bed no nearer
to an answer than he had been at breakfast.
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He fell asleep quickly, and that night, for the first time in many
weeks, he dreamt of Szaji and her death. As always, he tried to ﬁrevent
it, and as always, he failed. He held her in his arms and watched the
light go out of her eyes, and the grief burned through his limbs like a
fuse,,and when it réached his heart it burst outward, syveepm% fire
before it. He struggled to cry out, but the fire consumed his breath and
he could make no sound. After some indeterminable time, the pain
stopped, leaving only the echo of itself along his nerves. _

e sat up and put his hand to his head—and touched organic steel.

“That looked like aright bitch.” .

It was Callisto’s voice, and he squinted to see her in the dark.

He heard a click, and the bedside light flared on. He threw a hand
up to shield his eyes, and when they had adjusted, he saw that Callisto
was sitting in the chair beside the bed.

“I heard you yell,” she said, “and came to see what was wrong.”

“It was & bad dream,” he said, still not quite believing she was

there,

“What kind of bad dream?” She sounded idly curious, but there
was something in her expression that told him she seriously wanted to
know. “It’s all H?ht,” she said softly when he hesitated. “You don’t have
to tell me. Might make you feel better, though.”

“| ... dreamt of Szaji. Of her death, She died to save me, and | . ..
| could not prevent it.” He put his head in his hands. “I loved her, and |
could not save her.” _ _ _

~ He heard her move, felt her fingers on his shoulder, a tentative,
brief touch, and then she moved away. “You can't aIwaYS save them,”
she said in a low, bitter voice. “No matter how hard you Try.”

He looked up. She was standing with her back to him, her shoul-
ders hunched and her arms wrapped around herself. He had never heard
her admit defeat before, and it sent a chill down his spine. He went to
her and laid a hand on her shoulder. _

“And yet you do not stop trying. We do not stop trying.”

“Yeah, we keep tilting at those windmills. What kind of fools does
that make us?”

“Hopeful ones.” .

She ?a\_/e a short bark of a laugh. “Didn’t anyone ever tell you that
?ﬁp]glwn?"smk its teeth and claws Into you and Iéave your gutsall over

e floor?
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~He turned her around to face him. “If you had no hope, then why
did you keep reaqu to Jessie?” o
er face contorted and she took a deep, hitching breath. “Screw
you, Tin Man,” she whlsPer_ed, turnmg away. “And screw the Maraud-
ers. If | ever find them, [ will make them pay for every Morlock who
suffered at their hands, Especially the children.” She wrapped her arms
around her middle again. “God, the children ... I should have . . ”

“Hush.” Colossus curled an arm around her, pulling her back to rest
against his chest. “Sometimes you cannot save them, no matter how
hard you ry.”

“That Sucks.”

“| know.” _ _ _ _

They stood there for a Iong time, and since Callisto, the bitter and
cynical Morlock leader, would never cry, Colossus ignored the tears
that occasionally fell on his arm.

Eventually Callisto shook herself, and Colossus stepped back.

~ “I'should'go,” she said. “You need your sleep.” Keeping her back to
him, she started toward the door. ,

“Wait,” he said, and she paused. “I would rather talk than sleep, if
You would not mind keeping me company. | would like to know about
r}ettg\/lorlocks. To remember them, if it would not be too hard to speak
of them.”

Callisto turned around. “No,” she said, “It would be good to
remember them.” She came back and sat down. “Thank %ou.” _
. She talked into the wee hours, more than Colossus had ever imag-
ined she would, more than he’d ever heard her say in all the time he'd
known her Put together, and finally fell asleep in'the chair. He ﬁl(}ked
her up and tucked her into his bed, then looked ruefully at the chair. It
was far too small for him. He sighed and stretched out on the floor.

Loud voices outside his door woke him. Callisto was gone, but she
must have just left, because hers was one of the voices. The other was
Kitty’s. Colossus groaned. The two of them treated each other with a
cordial CIVI|!t}{ most of the time, but their conversation now sounded
neither cordial nor civil. He reached for a robe and pulled it on as he
opened the door, _ .

i “Oh, reallx?” Kitty was saying hotly. “I sure know what it looks
I elﬂ
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“Looks can be deceme, kid,” Callisto retorted, _
~“You'd better be careful; Callisto,” Kitty said, “because if you hurt
him, you'll regret it.” _ _ _
Peter, recognizing that Kitty was making a serious threat, stepped
through the door to stand between them. “I believe | can take care of
myself, Kitty,” he said mildly. Kitty flushed and began to stammer an

apology.

p' % don’t worry, kid,” Callisto said, and shocked Peter br insinu-
ating herself under his arm and Ia%mg her hand on his chest. “[have no
intention of hurting him, Unless he wants me to.” She slid her fingers
underneath the lapel of the robe and looked up at him.

Peter stared down at her, unable to say anything in his amazement.
She was smiling. Callisto, whose idea of a smile was a wolfish, too-
many-teeth-to-be-friendly grin, was smiling at him. Flirting with him.
And’the way her fingers were moving underneath the robe_?ave the def-
inite impression that she wasn’t doing it entlrelr for Kitty’s benefit.
That thought scalded him out of his stupor. Carefully, so as not to bruise
her wrist again, he lifted her hand from his chest, shifting as he did it so
that she was no longer pressed against his side.

“Comrade Callisto,” he said, “I am quite flattered, but. .

There was the briefest flicker of hurt in her eye,_but then she
Iaué]hed and pulled her hand from his. “Don’t worry, Tin Man,” she
said, “I wasn't serious. You're too young for me.” She reached up and
gave his cheek a mocking pat. “l like my men a little more. .. sea-
soned. Now, if you don’t mind, | believe there are bluebery Eancakes
for breakfast.” She winked at Kitty and walked away, her back straight
and her chin up, whistling. . o _

Peter turned to Kitty. “All rloght,” he said, crossing his arms over his
chest, “What was that all about?”

Kitty rolled her eyes. “Oh, come on, Peter, | know you tend not to
notice these things, but even you can't be that clueless.” When he didn’t
replyd she made frustrated Sound. “Peter. She’s starting to fall for you,

ou"dope.

y ‘t‘légtya, you are mistaken.” The denial was instant, and Kitty
snorted.

“Ha. Right, women who
over you like Callisto just did ,

“She was doing that to make you jealous.”

Ust want to be friends put their hands all
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Kitty looked awax, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear in a

nervous gesture. “Yeah, well, it worked,” she muttered.

~ There was nothing he could say that wouldn’t hurt her, so he

|é;no_red the comment. “Kitty, truly, I think you are imagining things.
allisto has no feelings for me beyond friendship, | am certain.”

Kitty flung her hands up in the air. “Okay, | give up. You are that
clueless. Just remember | tried to warn you.” She turned and walked
away, mutterln(‘; under her breath and shaking her head.
~ Colossus stared after her. She was wron(f, of course. But a creep-
H]g ?(qubt lingered, like the memory of Callisto’s fingers moving on

IS skin,

And it occurred to him in a blinding flash that the trouble wasn't
that Callisto might be developing a romantic interest in him. The prob-
lem was that he could not return them if she was.

After a futile hour spent trying to distract himself from that realization
by chan%[ng back and forth from armored form to human, Peter
draqged imself back to his quarters. Though his mind was still in tur-
moil, he was pleased to find that his ability to transform had become
easier with repetition, and he could now corivert to human form with no
pain, and to organic steel with only minor twinges. He dressed warmly,
Backed up his sketchbook and pencils, and went out for a walk on the
the'a?(h’ hoping the wind and the sound of the ocean would help him
ink.

He sat on a rock a little above the high tide mark and opened his
sketchbook, but after half an hour, he had drawn nothing. o

He set his pencil down on the rock next to the gum eraser. This is
pointless, he thought, but didn’t get up to leave. He had loved Szaji, and
she died because of him, because he was an X-Man and mortal peril
was a regular occurrence in his life. He had loved Kitty, and broken her
heart trying to ease his own conscience, and keep her from Szaji’s fate.
The truth was, love hurt too much when it ended. He didn’t think he
could handle that again. Twice was more than enough.

He sighed and picked up his pencil again. He would go away. If
Callisto were beginning to have feelings for him, they would Soon
wither in his absence; Callisto was not one to pine for something she
couldn't have. He would talk to Moira, arrange a trip to London or
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Edinburgh, or, if she thought he was strong enough, perhaps he could

rejoin the rest of the X-Men in .. . wherever they were. It had been sev-

eral days since they’d had word, and the X-Men tended to move fast.
He ignored the voice in his head that said he was running away.

Two days later he was standing on the dock, his bags packed, waiting
for the ferry to take him to the mainland. Moira had not felt that he was
ﬁu!te ready to rejoin the X-Men, so he was bound for Edinburgh by
rain,

~ Moira MacTaggart, wrapped to the ears against the wind, had come
with Kitty to tell him good-bye. _ _

“Safe journey, safe home,” she said, pulling Peter into a hug.

“Take care, Peter,” Kitty said. “I’ll. .. Il miss you.”

“Yeah, Tin Man, take care.” Callisto’s voice came from behind them.

Kitty gave Moira a speaking look. “Come on, Doc, didn’t you have
an apﬁ)(omtmenlt about now?” , _

“Yes,” Moira said, lifting an eyebrow. “I believe I did. Come then,
you can walk me back. This wind is wicked.”

Kitty stepped up on the air and kissed Peter’s cheek “Good luck,”
she whispered in his ear, _ o

There was a moment of awkward silence, and then Callisto said,
“So, where you headed?”

“Edmbur%h," Peter replied. He ought at least to have told her he
was leaving, he supposed, but he had found that Kitty’s suspicions had
made him uncomfortable around her.

“Look, Tin Man,” she said, “about the other da?y ..." She glanced
away. “You're not leaving because of that, are you? Because it wasn'’t
serious.” But she didn’t look at him as she said it.

He was saved from having to reply by the arrival of the ferr¥. Peter
gave a silent S||gh of relief and dug his sketchbook out of his dufle. He
Pugeclillo?t the [ast drawing he had done. “Here,” he said, holding it out
0 Callisto.

It was a sketch of Jessie, skipping along the beach and laughing.
Callisto took it and gently, so as not to smudge the lines, ran a fingertip
over Jessie’s hair, flying n the wind. _

“Thank you,” she said, the words sounding strange, for she seldom
used them. “You got her perfectly.”
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~ The ferryman leaned over to tie up his boat. “Hurry up, laddie,” he

said gruffly, “I've no time for dawdlin’ good-byes.” He began loading
Peter’s b,a?ga(lqe. ,

Callisto stuck out her hand. “Good-bye, Tin Man.” _

Peter took her hand and shook it. “Good-bye, Comrade Callisto,”
he said. And then, prompted by what devil he didn’t know, he added,
“Perhaps, when | return, you will let me draw you again.” He let go of
her hand and stepped aboard the hoat. The ferryman cast off the line
and gunned the mator once, then pulled awar from the dock.
_ He?]/! Tin Man! Think fast!” Callisto called, and Peter turned, put-
ting his hands up to catch the object she’d thrown at him. It was a book,
The Wizard of Or- S

“Finish it,” she shouted across the widening distance. “When you
get back, we can talk about it.” _

“Thank you,” he called back. “I will.”

But the Fates had other plans.

|t was hours after the midnight broadcast from Dallas, hours after Kitty
had broken the dreadful news to Kurt—finally awakened from his
coma—and Moira that the X-Men were dead, that she remembered
Callisto. She sat stra|th ug in her bed, drying her face with her hands.

Callisto must be told. She had cared about Peter, after all, and, in a
strange way, for Ororo and the other X-Men, though they had often
been at daggers drawn, and no matter how much Kitty hated the
thought of having to offer comfort to someone who had caused her so
much pain, she owed it to Peter to do it.

She sighed and rubbed the last traces of tears from her face, blew
her nose, and set out for Callisto’s quarters. _

At first there was no answer to her knock. She knocked a?am,
louder, and was rewarded with a snarled, “Go away.” Well, at Teast
she’s home, Kitty thought, and knocked again, still lotder. .

Somethln% crashed against the door—glass, bX the sound of it—
accompanied onlent swearing. “Can’t you hear?” Callisto shouted,
“I told You to bloody go away.” _

Kitty stuck her head through the door. *I heard you,” she said
calm Cy ‘but there’s somethmﬂ | need to .. .” She stopped.

allisto a_Ireadg knew. She sat slumped in a chair by the desk, a

bottle of Moira’s best single-malt Scotch at her elbow.” It was two-
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tt%itrﬁs gmpty. There was no glass; that must have been what she threw
at the doar,

“Well,” she said, her mouth curved in a bitter, mocking smile
“come to brmgi me bad news? Too late, | aIreadK heard.” She turned
away from Kitty and reached for the whiskey. When she couldn’t find
the %I_ass, she s_hrugPed and took a swig straight from the bottle,

ince Callisto, ke Wolverine, had an accelerated healing factor, it
took a deliberate and concerted effort for her to achieve inebriation.
Kitty phased the rest of the way through the door, worried. Callisto was
dangerous cold sober; a drunken Callisto didn’t bear thinking about.

‘Is this really a good idea?” Kitty said. She wasn’t quite able to
keep the anxiety out of her voice. .

Callisto took another pull from the hottle. “Oh, don’t worry, kid,”
she said. “It was half-empty when | swiped it.” She set the bottle on the
desk and turned to Kitty. Her eye was clear, her voice unslurred. “I’'m
just having a toast to absent. . . friends.” A haunted look came over her
face. “There are so many of them now . . _

A knot rose in Kitty’s throat as she thought of Ororo and Wolverine
and Rogue and Madeline, of all the Morlocks slain in the Massacre.
She tried hard, but failed, not to think of Peter. “Yeah,” she said
roughly, “there are.” _ _

Foramoment there was silence, and then Callisto pushed out of the
chair and took three restless steps across the room. _ ,

“How the hell did he get to Dallas?” she said, thumping her fist on
her thigh. “How did he know where they were?” o

“I don’t know,” Kitty said, her voice ﬁalned. “Moira tried to call
New York, but nobody answered. And the hotel in Edinburgh said he'd
paid through the end of the week.” .

Callisto turned and paced back to the desk, where she toyed with
the bottle for a moment. But she didn’t pick it up. Instead, she looked at
Kitty. “You think it’s my fault,” she said. It was, for Callisto, a state-
ment surprisingly devoid of hostility. .

Kitty hesitated. If Peter hadn’t been runnmg from how he thought
Callisto'had started to feel about him, he wouldn’t have been in Edin-
burgh, and so might not have wound ulp in Dallas. She suspected Cal-
listo knew that, and also blamed herself. But she also knew that Peter
wouldn’t have blamed the older woman, so she said nothlng. ,

“It’s all right,” Callisto said, her hands curled into rigid fists at her
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sides. “It is my fault. I shouldn’t have Cloushed him the way | did that
morning outside his room. | knew he didn’t want anything like that, not
after.. " She trailed off, her glance fllckermgﬂ away from Kitty for a
tsect?cnii She was, Kitty realized with some astonishment, trying to be
actful.

“No,” Kitty said softly, “you shouldn’t have. But whatever took
Peter to Dallas might just as well have turned up here. And if he knew
the X-Men were in'trouble, he'd have gone anyway.”

Callisto raked a hand through her hair. I know that. Any of us
would have.” Her _fmgers were tight on the back of the chair, the'knuck-
les white and strained, and Kitty wondered if she realized that, for the
first time, she had included herself with the X-Men. Perhaps Peter had
been right about her, after all. -

The sudden crash of the chair on the floor made Kitty jump.

“Dammit!” Callisto swore. “Haven’t we lost enou?h. " Her mouth
was pulled into a tight line and she held her fists in front of her, ready to
pummel something. , _ ,

“We've lost too much,” Kitty rePlled. If it had been anyone else
standing in front of her, she’d have oftered a comforting touch, but Cal-
listo would only re{ect it, 50 she stayed still. “And we’ll lose more
before we're done. It goes with the job.”

“Well, then, the job sucks.” ,
Klttr_couldn’t arque with that, so she changed the subject.
“Callisto,” she said. “Peter ... He cared about you.” It was hard to
say, it brought a burning pain underneath her breastbone, but Peter
would have wanted Callisto to know it.

Callisto’s hands tightened on the chair back, and the wood groaned.
“He wanted to be my friend,” she said, the words sounding as though
they were pushed through too narrow a space. “I’d forgotten that it was
even possible for someone like me to have friends. But he ...” She
reached forward and opened the desk drawer, took out a paper.

|t was the picture he had drawn of her, the sections painstakingly
taped back together. She laid it on the desk. “This is how he saw me.
God knows w| y . _

Gently Kitfy stretched out a finger and smoothed it over the bottom
comer of the drawing, leaving a faint smudge in the line. “Because,”
she said, “that’s the kind of man he w ... was.” Her voice shook over
the word, and the picture suddenly blurred. “He saw a woman worth
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bef_riendinﬁ, a woman who could still care about people. And if he saw
it, it must have really been there. Don’t make him into a liar by getting
rid of that woman.” She walked to the door. “He deserves better than

Callisto picked up the drawing. “Yeah,” she said, looking at it with
an odd expression, “he does.” _
Thougkh_ she didn’t move, she seemed somehow to draw in on her-
self, and Kitty knew that the conversation was over. She Phased and
stepped through the door, leaving Callisto to grieve in private.
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Sean Cassidy was used to being watched. He had worn so
many hats in his life—Interpol aqent, New York CI'[K cop,
super-villian, X-Man—that people tended to watch him
furtively out of either arrogance or fear. _
And at this moment, in a nondescript pub in London, he felt him-
self being watched very closely indeed by everyone in the place.
He made his way fo the bar, raking his eyes across the place. Like
dominoes, the gazes of the patrons fell away. There was a uniformity to
their collected number, a mix of rumpled suits and white shirts and
ultra-straight postures that screamed out intelligence agency. Sean
knew the specifics varied. Some would be MI5, some MI6, a few from
the paranormal investigative agency W.H.O. But all were agents,
looking-glass warriors who somehow didn’t match the Eubll_c’s concept
of the Spy. In Sean’s life, he’d met a couple of larger-than-life tyﬂes—
Nick Fur)(], head of S.H.L.E.L.D., came to mind—Dbut no one a$ hand-
some, ruthless, and icily assured as Sean Connery or Roger Moore.
One particular man, with skin the color of bittersweet chocolate
and a twitch in his left eye, met Sean’s gaze. He sneered and mouthed
an invective questioning Sean’s ruggedness and parentage. Sean con-
sidered saying something. He heard the scrape of chairs as he stopped
and contemplated the man. ,
Before ‘a showdown was inevitable, a scotch-and-soda voice,
ﬁmo?th and rough at the same time, called out, “Oi, Cassidy—over
ere!”
When the voice called out, the fight went out of Sean’s opponent.
Turnm%, Cassidy saw a dark-haired man, handsome, with sharp
features and a decided intensity. Like the others, the man was dressed in
a black suit, white shirt, and Oxford tie, the shirt’s collar unbuttoned.
But there was something about the way this man wore them, a comfort-
able disdain suffusing the man that sethim apart from his brethren. The
man motioned to Cassidy with a Ion?-flngered hand, said hand barely
holdln? onto a cigarette with a too-long ash,dan(?l_mg on its tip. The
man glanced around the bar and said, his voice dripping benign con-
tempt, “It’s okay, people—the screw’s with me.”
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Sean walked over to the man’s table. “Peter Wisdom?”

The slithering snakepit of gossip had fallen silent.

“The man dug into his jacket pocket and flipped open a leather case.
II:n3|de was t% familiar ID. “Yeah ... Weird Happenings Organization.
ancy a pint?” o _

‘_yNo thanks,” Sean responded, eyeing Wisdom carefully. “I make it
apoint not to drink in front of spies.”

Wisdom?’s face curled into what possibly, after some debate, could
be considered the thought of a smile. “Huh. | make it a point to always
drink in front of spies.” He motioned to the barman.

“S0, Mr. Wisdom,” Sean asked as he slid into his booth, “What’s
50 hlessed important that you had me come down to London?” Sean’s
hand instinctively reached into his pocket and slid his house keys in
between his fingers. After losing his mutant sonic abilities, Cassidy
had learned to rely on his street fighting knowledge. Which mearit
improvising. o _

Wisdom took a long drag off his silk cut. “The same thing we need
every time we call on one of Xavier's people.”

‘[t’s been some time since—"

“| am aware of that, Cassidy. It's why | thought of you and not
those Excalibur burkes.” The barman placed a pint of bitters in front of
the agent, causing that not-quite-smile to surface on Wisdom’s face
again. “Ta. You're'a man who’s been around Cassidy. You ever heard of
Justin Hammer?”

“Industrialist, isn’t he?” , _

“I’d have used the phrase ‘rat-faced git," but tastes vary. Interestmg
one, he is. His company was going under, so he plundered some Star
International technology and sold It to various sorry super-types across
the world. Well, Iron"Man put a right stop to that, and”Hammer’s
decided to run back to Europe and setup shop here.” _

Sean studied the man across from him. There was something off
about Peter Wisdom, besides his atrocious mode of dress. The way he
talked, the way he carried himself, seemed designed to keep a lot of
space_—ﬁhysmal and emotional—Dbetween him and those around him.
Sean tlﬁ tned the grip on his keys.

“That’squite nice and all,” he'told the agent, “but why come to me?”

Peter met Sean’s gaze and smirked. He produced a manila enve-
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Iopetand slid it Sean’s way. “Take a look at this and ask me the same
Uestion.”

: Sean undid the clasp on the envelope. Inside were photos, grainy
but recognizable for what they were: schematics, electronics diagrams,
and blueprints. As Sean took in the distinctive purple color scheme,
Wisdom added, “These were forwarded to us by MI6. The photo%]ra-
pher, who was a decent sort, even if he did have & lousy taste In Scotch,
was found drowned in the middle of a field. We figure one of Hammer’s
clients put him down as a make-good.” _ _

The plans Cassidy studied were for Sentinels—towering, mutant-
hunting_robots created years ago by an anthropologist named Bolivar
Trask. ‘They'd heen re-created several times since by a variety of
|unatics who wanted to wipe out mutantkind—the U.S. government
being among that number. A wave of bad memories washed over Cas-
sidy, and he muttered quietly, “Jesus wept.” _

“According to reports, Hammer sees us as the next hig market for
Pa_ranormal armaments. You've had firsthand experience with these
hings, Cassidy; just knowing their reputation, we want them to stay
away from our shiores. If we arranged a properI% enormous payment for
%j/ou agd your ladyfriend’s institute, could you help us shut the blighter

own?”

“Has the Master Mold been built?”

“Intelligence indicates it has” _

“Then It’s deep, Mr. Wisdom. Master Molds have a way of getting
away from their creators.”

‘Then help me, Mr. Cassidy.” _

Sean looked at the photos again. “May | keep these? | wish to con-
sult with a friend of mine.” o

~ Wisdom waved them away and stubbed out his silk cut. “If your
friend will help us wreck this one, ?o ahead.”

Sean took another look at Peter Wisdom. The man was already
reaching into his jacket for another cigarette. “l just don’t understand
why you didn’t go to Excalibur with this, Mr. Wisdom. There are peo-
ple’on that team with more experience than me.”

. With a slight, satisfied curl of the “P' Wisdom uncovered a small
silver lighter. Ma?/,be true, Cassidy, but they don’t have your knowl-
edge of covert intelligence. Besides . ,
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Wisdom leaned in closer, his voice dropping to a soft whisper. “I’ll
tell you a secret, shall 1? W.H.0.’s on its last Ie(is. They’re being
restructured, and there’s been a lot of confusion as to what'situations
get looked at. Some files are falling through the cracks—" "

“This sn’t sanctioned, is it?" Cassidy said, meeting Wisdom’s
furtive glance. o ,

There was a pause. Something flickered in the younger man’s
eyes—an odd darkness that made Cassidy pull back. Wisdom’s face
softened. His arroqb nt and obnoxious air"seemed to evaporate in the
dim lights of the pub. Still speaking in a conspirator’s whisper, Wisdom
mmplx stated, “It needs doing, don't it?” o

The W.H.0. operative pulled hack almost immediately. He took a
!ongt, deep drag of his silk cut and blew a plume of smoke. “Hammer
isn’t a fool. He’s expecting Excalibur, not a retired leprechaun and a
chain-smoking salary man. Can | count on you?”

Cassidy sat in the plane and wondered why he said yes. The plane, dark
and sleek and vaguely manta-like in form, was waiting for him at an
airstrip in Cardiff. Sean had dug an old S.H.L.E.L.D. uniform out of his
closet, a relic from a long-ago training prsﬁ_ram. It still fit, even with the
alarming snugness around his shoulders. Wisdom seemed to be weanng
the same outfit as the day before, only more rumpled. He also seeme
to have the same unpleasant attitude, _ ,
~ Cassidy and Wisdom sat opposite each other as a halding man in
shirtsleeves rolled Uﬁ beyond his elbows handed the agent a blue
diskette. The man, whose name was Cully, was responsible for the rel-
ative lack of luxury they were sitting in. The dankness of the place, with
its exposed struts and the constant thrumming of the baffled engines,
made Cully’s skin seem pale and ghost-like. , _
“Right” Cully said before wiping his nose with the back of his
hand. “This virus should effectively slaﬂ] a?\X electronics run from
Hammer’s computer systems—including the Master Mold. Hammer’s
floating villa is anchored outside the five-mile limits, and our satellite is
picking up cellular transmissions; he’s making appointments with En-
Ellanq’s worst and ugliest—Slaymaster, the Crazy Gang, Jackdaw, the
ellfire Club ... the'whole lot. , o
Wisdom looked at Sean. “You've had experience with criminal
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masterminds; how can they think they're traveling secretly when
they're in a floating villa?” ~ o _

Cassidy ignored the question. “When’s the first client showing
up?” he asked Cully. o , ,

“Late this afternoon. Tennis is apparently( involved,” Cully said
between sniffles. “Time is of the essence, 8ent emen. You will need to
mt,réJduce”that virus quickly, as well as destroy any hard copies in
evidence.

~“Fair enough. How d’we do it?” Cassidy adjusted the collar on his
?hmfortw; it was biting into his neck. Faith, Fm gettin’too oldfor this, he
ought.
9Plan is,” Wisdom said, “you and me drop down under radar cover
and do a seek-and-destroy. We ?otW.H.O. helicopters waiting to close
in for cleanup. You can Support the two of us with that sonic scream,
can't you, Cassidy?” o

Cgss(lidyqleaned back and chuckled. “I would if I still had powers.”

11 ar On.”

“My vocal chords were wrecked a while back—I overextended
myself trying to save the world from another industrialist, name of
Moses Magnum. Wasn't that mentioned in riy file?” _

Wisdom threw a nasty glance at Cully. “You would think that,
wouldn’t you?”

“|—1’ll get the parachutes,” Cully stammered. _

As Cassidy took a secret pleasure from his discomfort Wisdom
muttered, “I hate bollocky paratrooping insertions. Ruins all my silks.”

“Half a bleedin’ pack, lost!” Wisdom complained to Cassidy as the two
men climbed out of thelr_paratrooP_er overalls. ,

Cassidy wasn't pa;f/mg attention. He was too busy being over-
whelmed by the scale of Justin Hammer’s efforts. _

Back on the plane, when references were made to Hammer’s villa
Sean thou%h,t it was some sort of euphemism. But, as they approached
their target, just before he and Wisdom Farachuted out of the stealth
fighter, Cassidy realized he meant it literally. o o

Justin Hammer had brought his home ‘along with him, carrying it
on his back like a turtle. _ _

The barge was a quarter of a mile long, a low, heavy thing of steel
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with a discreet wheelhouse at one end. Piled on top of the barge was an
actual Victorian villa, rldln([; on a qently sloping artificial hill that
afforded the occupant marvelous sight linés. Surrounding this architec-
tural anomoly was a landscaped topiary—hedges and trees and quaint
dirt paths, all'beautifully kept up. It was as if Hammer had taken a piece
of the New England countryside whole and set it down on tolp ofa sh[P.

Cassidy stashed his parachute in the nearby brush, all the while
looking about. “This is madness.” _ _

“It'is that,” Wisdom said as he came up behind Sean. “And it works
to our advantage, leprechaun. Nice thing about Hammer’s taste for
greenery is it provides wonderful cover.” o

“D"ye mind not calling me leprechaun?” Cassidy said after a pause.

Wisdom clapped him"on the back. “RI%ht, according to surveil-
lance, the patrol’s on the other side of the ship around this time—it’s
falrlky_ minimal as it is. So let’s see if Hammer wants some Girl Guide
cooKies.”

Cassidy drew his pistol. “I’ll go first.” o _
~ BeforeWisdom could respond, Cassidy took his first tentative steps
into the brush. He wondered almost immediately if Wisdom should
have been leading him; the man was a full-blown’ secret aﬁent_, and as
such was still in"touch with the latest techniques. But that jangling
sense of distrust still occupied Sean’s mind. Whoever Peter Wisdom
was, he was only interested in his own counsel. And Cassidy wasn't
\é\(l”ln?f to put his total trust in @ man who seem to trust no one save

imgelf.

They moved throufgh the well-sculpted landscape quickly. Cassidy
was awash in a sea of greenery lacking one thorn, one dead branch.
Behind him, the W.H.0. agent Kept pace. The man was good; if Cassidy
wasn’t aware of his presence going in, he would not have known Wis-
dom was there. o _

~ Their progress seemed to take a tension-filled eternity. As he made
his wa%/ closer, Casmdy caught glimpses of the mansion. Cassidy went
through possible Master Mold hiding places in his mind, wondering
what access would be available. He wanted to get as much of the
thouqht done in his head before the time came to destroy the thing.

It was during Cassidy’s musings about the Master Mold that the
guard got the drop on hin, _

Cassidy had just emerged from a thicket of trees onto a tamped
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down dirt trail. The hoofprints of shod horses ruined the perfect sym-
metry of the raked ?round. Judging from the sounds of Wisdom’s foot-
falls, he was a few Teet behind, o

“Hold it right there!” a voice barked at_Casmdk/’s H%ht. The accent
was American, Brooklyn. . . . there was indication that the man’s throat
had been rubbed raw by too much alcohol and too many smokes.

_ Casmdz_tlnned slowly, calculating his options. Hé held his pistol
lightly, making sure his finger was nowhere near the trigger, and raised
his hand. The man wore a hattlesuit of green and teal Ireal!) that
obscured his features; even his eyes were concealed by opaque ruby
?oggles. He held a submachine gun tightly in his hands, keeping it
rained at chest level, _ , _

The Fuard took in Cassidy’s appearance and let loose with a p)artlc-
ularly vile curse. “You're S.H.I1.E.L.D.IWhat are you doing here?”

_ ‘LooklnP for a fourth for bridge, lad.” Inwardly, Casmdg, winced.
Did | actually say that? His eyes scanned the area for something, any-
thing hledqpuld Use to his advantage. “Itis ‘lad,”isn’t it? You don’t sound
verra old.

~ Foramoment Cassidy swore he saw the guard take his attention off
him. Then there was a crackling whistle to his right. A wave of warmth
raked itself over Cassidy’s rib cage. Streaks of bright orange flame
resembling Day-Glo stained glass whipped past Cassidy and through
the guard. Wisps of smoke rose from the thin'hum marks, accompanied
by a charred meat smell. The guard convulsed, his gun clattering to the
ground before he collapsed. = _

“Might want to trade up,” Wisdom suggested. Cassidy turned and
saw the agent standing behind him, the fingers on his left hand slowing
adeepr, brightred. _ _

“That explains the ‘it needs doin’ ?arba?,e,” Cassidy mumbled as he
went to examine his attacker, It was a formality. Cassidy had seen many
dead bodies, some dlsplaﬁl_ng wounds even more Dizarre than the
?uard’s._A series of very thin-scorch marks, still painfully hot to the
ouch, riddled the man’s chest. Judging from the damage and the smell,
the t\)l(\)/y was roasted from the inside. . _

1sdom walked up behind him. “Take his submachine. It has to be
better than what you're carrying. And see if he’s ?ot any cigs, en?”

Cassidy faced the agent. Wisdom was casually rolling up his shirt-
sleeves. A chill climbed up the Irishman’s spine by millimeters.
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“D’ye mind? You killed the lad.”

“I killed a threat to our mission.”

“You didn’t have to kill him, you idiot.”

Wisdom met Cassidy’s gaze, That softness Sean had seen at the
pub had found its way to the surface again. “You were in trouble, lep-
rkelclhzaun. | ]gon’t have pinpoint control over my powers. He would have

illed you
. “You call me leprechaun again and |'ll rip out your heart,” Cassidy
said (1U|_etly. “And saying that boy could've killed me is not the point.

“Itis éverything and the point, Cassidy,” Wisdom said, closing dis-
tance. “You’ve been the prisoner of the Sentinels, what, twice now?”

Cassidy nodded. _ , ,

“Well, I’'m thinking at this moment that this burke is one of the
burkes that are close to releasing that sort of pain on me and mine, Cas-
sidy—and all in the name, not of some misguided vision, but of com-
merce! If | have to kill some guard who’sjust doing his job to keep the
Sentinels from marching on Trafalgar Square, I'm gom%_tobloodyw_ell
kill him, age be damned.” In spite of the vehemence of his words, Wis-
dom’s voice was level, controlled, quiet.

“You're a cold monster, you are.” _

sCall me what you like. This needed domgi.”

There was movement in the brush, stealthy, careful movement,
Sean Cassidy, former police detective, former [nterpol agent, former
subversive, 8 man who spent most of his life living under fire, regis-
tered it in the back of his head. It stayed in the back of his head, the
anger boiling up inside him because of the man he was working with,

~“l don’t think you know what that means,” he spat out. An expres-
sion of dismay flickered across Wisdom’s face.
~Tree branches rustled. There was the whispering shurr of dust
being kicked up. o
isdom brought up an accusing finger. “You don’t know me.
Remember that.” _ o o

And then it was too late. Something padded into view behind Wis-
dom. It loped onto the path on thick, canine P(aws, an ill-formed skull
resembling a pit bull’s riding low on his thick neck. A massive barrel
chest tapered into a slim abdomen. The two red %Iovym%,sllts in place of
eyes were the sort of thing every mutant brought with him to his night-
mares, the mishegotten sons of Bolivar Trask come hunting. . ..
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Cassidy pushed Wisdom down and reached for the dead man’s sub-
machine gun. Sean ignored the agent’s curses as the canine Sentinel
unit focused ui)on its prey, taking off at a run, small hatches opening up
above its shoulders. Acting on instinct, Cassidy brought the gun up and
let loose with a burst, the bullets span%mg across the monster’s snout
and pushln% it back. Cassidy fell to the Tloor, still squeezing the trigger,
and saw a flash as a buttlet hit the exposed hatchway. Whatever was
inside detonated, shredding metal and propelling its héad forward as its
bodyrwas blown back. _ _ _

he skull skidded to a stoP beside Cassidy, red eyes dimmed. The
telltale sizzle of Wisdom’s mutant powers hummed in'the air. “What in
the—imhe exclaimed with bald-faced shock. Cassidy looked over his
shoulder to see another purple-and-pink horror keel over as Wisdom’s
energx_protjectlons_ cut through armor plate and friend circuitry.
im for the ribs!” Casmdg/ shouted as he refocused his aftention—
another was commg up the path, two of Hammer’s goons taking up the
rear. Cassidy rolled to the side of the path and squeezed off another

nd.

Sparks flew off the metallic hide of the approaching creature. Bul-
lets richoceted, ﬁromptmg the guard shepherding it to dive for cover,
There was another wave of S|zz||ng] air above Cassidy’s head, and
another volley of Wisdom’s heat platelets sped toward the Sentinel. The
energy blades neatly sliced a portion of the creature’s ear and shoulder
like 'so much cold cuts. The creature stopped for a moment, then
resumed its running gait . . _

“What the hell"do you mean, ‘aim for the ribs"?” Wisdom barked
breathlessly. _ _
~ “Mind"your flank!” Cassidy took the creature’s moment of hesita-
tion to steady his aim. This time the stream of bullets peppered the Sen-
tinel’s underside. He heard a_satlsf}/.lng crack, ‘pulllng away quickly as
one of the gunmen strafed a line of Tire right in front of him’ The canine
Sentinel stopped in its tracks, its red eyes dimmed. Cassidy was elated.
He swung his gun into ﬂosmon to focus on the guard to his left—

—and saw the brush was thick with teal-dressed guards. The report
of weapons heing primed was deafening.

Cassidy slowly turned around. The two of them were surrounded.
~ “All'right, secret agent man,” Cassidy said sarcasticly as he raised
his arms over his head. “What do we do now?”
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. Wisdom shrugged. “Fall back on standards.” With a sardonic grin.
Wisdom called out to no one in particular, “Take us to your leader.

One thing Cassidy learned about his partner: The agent was not too
fond of tennis whites. .
“Can you believe this outfit?” he asked Sean for the seventh time..
~“Sit down,” Cassidy shot back. He concentrated on studying their
prison. It wasn't too terrible, as far as cells went. In fact, it was an ele-
?antly appointed guest room. The carpets were plush, the fixtures crys-
al and chrome, the furniture hand-tooled by the best European
designers. Sean focused himself past Wisdom’s grumbles, He concen-
trated instead on the results of a me.etmg he had the night before,

“This is wonderful,” Wisdom hissed as he grabbed a cigarette from

}]heb _%eak presentation case by the armoire. “At least | can feed my
a I I”

“This isn’t gonna help,” Cassidy said softly as diagrams and charts
went through his head. _ .

The sound of the locks being undone (1U|eted the men. Two of the
quards entered, followed by a tall, elegantly dressed man in his early
Sixties. He strode into the room with an air of assurance to him, borde-
ing on re%a_lness. He looked from Cassidy to Wisdom and back with
clear, intelligent blue ea/es._ _ _

“You %_entler_nen,” ustin Hammer said casually as he adjusted the
lapels of his suit, “are seriously deP_Ietmg my stock—which is not
good, considering | have a demonstration to give tonight.”

Wisdom shrugged. “Awful of us, eh?” _ _

~Hammer settled into the armchair opposite Cassidy. He stroked his
ﬁhm?thoughtfully. “Of course, the question is, what are you two doing
ere?”

Cassidy looked at the agent. “I thought we were looking for the
squash court.” .

“Why do | need squash courts when | have a stable and a tennis
court? Stick to_ the classics.” Hammer fixed his gaze on Cassidy.
“You—you are interesting. We found you wearing a S.H.LE.L.D. uril-
form, yet my files show you've never been one of Fury’s men. You were
with Interpol, and later an X-Man, yes?”

“l was, yeah.”
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“Mmm. Lost your abilities stopping Moses Magnum, didn’t you?
Boorish sort. Horrible taste in champagne. Anyone for brandy?”

Cassidy shook his head. “No thanks, I"ll pass.” o

“I've ?ot my death of choice right here,” Wisdom added, displaying
the cigarette. Hammer focused his attention on the agent.

“And you—you're new, aren’t you? Obviously, you're a mutant,
but you don’t show up in anyone’s récords: MI5, M16, W.H.0.—"

Cassidy looked up. Pardon? .

I'“Hye’}” someone must be paying for your operation. Care to
enlighten
~ Wisdom took a deep dra%of his cigarette. “Nicotine Council. Don'’t
like ﬁrats like Iyou smoking. Gives us a bad |ma%e.”
ammer [aughed. A third guard entered the room, a decanter of
brandy and three balloon snifters balanced on a silver tray in his hands.
“Ah, bravado. I would never have guessed.” The industrialist poured a
portt||on of the amber liquid into a glass and looked up. “Last chance,
entlemen.
g “No thank you. I've learned my lesson about drinking with mad-
men,” Cassidy Said politely, his ﬁaze_fllckermg to Wisdom. The agent
leaned against the armoire with his cigarette. “Tell me, Hammer—nhas
the Master Mold been constructed?” .

“Certamlx it has, Mr. Cass;dP(. | need to start mass production at a
moment’s nofice.” The industrialist swirled the brandy in his glass, an
expression of satisfied glee on his face. . _ _

;‘Then ye know the Master Mold has a history of turning on their
creators,”

“I do, Mr. Cassidy,” Hammer replied between sips. “That is wh
|'ve taken precautions. Certainly, you and Your unknown friend too
notice of the radical redesign 1°did. The Al has been reworked to be
much more manageable, disabling its intuitive process, which was a
problem with previous models. |'ve altered the protocpls in their pro-

rammln%, turning the burning desire to hunt mutants into a dull ache.

n the other hand, | have retained much of the mutant recognmon soft-
ware—considering how prevalent mutant vigilantes are these days, |
figured it would be a nice selling point.” _

“But you've built the Master Mold, you ponce,” sneered Wisdom.
“With the big dog in place, the Al is already expanding itself. You're
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?mgg{q, learn quickly just how badly it’s going to hite the hand that
eeds it,

Hammer chuckled. “That is where you're wrong my friend. | have
turned the scourge of the atom into humanity’s lapdog. And I've turned
ahandy profit as well.” . _

Handing his snifter back to hIS_UﬂdGHII’IP, Hammer rose. “You'd be
surprised at the applications for this technology. The cybernetic impli-
cations alone will ﬁlve s a tidy surﬁlus.” He once again studied hoth of
his prisoners, “Stifl won't tell us what you're doing here?”

“Trying to figure out how big an idiot you are?” Wisdom suggested.

“Very well.” Hammer turned to the attendant. “Contact Scarlotti.
Have him flown in. We may have a nice, messy interrogation for him.”
Turning to Ca33|d¥, he added, “I will return. I°d advise you to cooper-
ate. 1t's so difficult getting blood out of white carpeting.

Cassidy watched Hammer lead his entourage out. The second the
doors locked, he smiled and maneuvered the lock pick out of the space
in his cheek. He knelt by the door and asked the agent. “What’s your
mutation, lad?” _

Wisdom rolled his eyes. “Why don’t you just wear a black turtle-
neck and watch cap while you're at it?” _

“Your mutation, Wisdom!” Sean worked the tool around in the
lock, shaking his head all the time at the idea of a man using an ordi-
nary guest room for ajail cell. Of course, there would be a guard out-
side, armed. . .. _ _

“I'm able to produce these ‘hot knives,” thin platelets of super-
heated plasma.” _

Sean nodded. “Right, as | thought. Now listen to me. | took those
photos to a friend of mine named Forge. There |sn’t_an.¥.th|n% this man
doesn’t know about machinery. Considering how primitive these plans
were, chances are Hammer has Bolivar Trask models—the earliest Sen-
tinels built. Trask needed enormous amounts of space for the weapons
and mutant recognition software. That explains tha rather broad chest
construction. However, Hammer’s designs are smaller; he already told
us he modified the programming, and I’m positive he cleared out more
space for better weaponry.”

“Hooray for science,” Wisdom sneered. He stood at the door,
watching Cassidy with a distinct lack of interest,

“You might not be so doubting, Wisdom. Trask’s models placed
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their sensor arrays in a nodule at the top of the rib cage. Judgin? from
the response we qot earlier, the sensors are still there. | suspect that’s
why the wee beasties have such a large chestplate. If Hammer sends
any more after us, use your knives to smash the nodule and it’ll be
effectively blind. It’ll shut itself down until repairs are made.”

p Adnéj tlhere’s always those delightful weapon hatches,” Wisdom
offered dryly.

Sean %e)grd the click of the lock pin being retracted. He rose and
grabbed a lamp. Yanking the lamp free of the socket, he asked. “Can
you use those *hot knives’ to disarm instead of kill?”

“It has been done.”

Sean tied the lamp cord to the doorknob. “Then do.”

With a silent pause to ready himself, Sean pulled the cord. The door
opened soundlessly. Wisdom ‘and Cassidy stood at either side of the
doorjamb., ngiht from the corridor outside, harsh and artificial,
streamed into the room. Cassidy counted the seconds. The reasons he
originally agreed to play superspy with a loudmouthed chain-smoker in
a foul mood drifted through his mind. As the seconds crawled, he
looked at his decision from all angles, like a pragmatist, and came up
with the same answer. _ . . _

| d still do this daft thln?, Cassidy realized, because it needs domq.

A shadow crossed the ong, thin rectangle of light. Another teal-
and-forest-gzarbed employee or Hammer walked in tenatively, a waver-
ing, “What the?” on his lips. o

Wisdom didn’t hother with a crack. He brought his fist down hard
on the man’s head, then pushed him down hard onto the carpeted floor.

Cassidy slammed the door and watched his partner kick the man’s
gun out of his hand. The hapless operative’s weapon bounced on the
carpet as Wisdom fell hard on the man, his knees landing squarely on
his opponent’s chest. Two shots to the head drove the guard deeper into
UNConscious. o

Cassidy picked up the gun. “I said disarm!”

“He’s disarmed, in'he?” _
: kTlhe guard stirred groggily, and got an elbow to the head for his
roubles.
~ Wisdom got up and tore down the curtains. “Right, our time is lim-
ited before sleeping beauty is missed.” He kicked the unconscious oper-
ative over and bound his hands and feet.
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" “Fing. Start shooting those knives of yours off the second we enter
e corridor.”
Wisdom checked his handiwork. “Right—confuse the infrareds.”
Cassidy smiled. “You know the location.”
~Wisdom pointed to his skull, his hands glowing a dull orange.
“Right here, mate,”
mThen fet’s.”

The corridors of the complex continued the hunting lodge motif of the
bundl_n%._Ther_e was something surreal about the wood paneling and
soft lighting hiding a high-tech arms operation. Behind Cassidy, Wis-
dom muttered, “Now where is it. . . before slapping him on the back
and W_mtmg to the left. “This waK.” _ , o

isdom was off at a run, the hot knives shooting from his fingers at
random directions. Cassidy allowed himself to drop behind the agent
looking over his shoulder frequently. An alarm sounded, as high and
shrill as a child’s scream, . _

For a long moment, the only sound in Cassidy’s ears were the clax-
ons and the sizzle of hot knives. Wisdom ap_Pear_ed to be mumbling
under his breath, carrying on a conversation with himself, .

More complaints about his cigarettes, more like, he thought to him-
self before qunfire rent the air above him. Spinning he saw two of Ham-
mer’s operatives, coming up fast. Cassidy’s heart slammed against his
rib cage as he aimed low and squeezed the trigger. A spray of bullets

mgie_ directly in front of his pursuers, one ricocheting and’embedding
itself into a guard’s thlé]hs. S

The afflicted guard fell to the ground in pain, while his ﬁartner let
loose with another spray. Cassidy ran heside Wisdom now. There was a
sudden, shaip, r]ast%/ pain in his arm. A line of blood slowly spread out
to stain his tennis shorts. Sean returned fire and cursed. ,

“What?” Wisdom barked as another pair turned the comer in front
of him. The agent_let loose a voIIe% of hot knives, cutting them down.

Turning, he did the same for the remaining gunmen,

“Nothing!” Cassidy hissed. “How much farther?”

“Around the bend and fifty feet!”

“Then let’s!” _ _ _

The warmth of Casmdty’s blood trickled down his arm as the two
men turned the comer. Just aflesh wound, Sean chanted silently as his
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partner blazed the trail. His mind was focused on the sound of foot-
steps, the discordant siren’s shriek, the beating of his heart—anything
but the sting of the divot taken out of his flesh.

Coming up quickly was a double doorway guarded by two of Ham-
mer’s men.

Instinctively, Wisdom shot a volley of hot knives through the one
on the right, who was larger, taller, and better built than his compatriot.
Closing distance quickly, the agent placed one hand, burning like an
ember, In front of the surviving thug’s face.

Wisdom’s express_lon made his Intent clear,

“Little pig, little pig, let me in,” the agent snarled. B

A new noise disrupted Cassidy’s concentration as the terrified
?ua[d_ unlocked the doors. It was a heavy, insistant thunder, and all too
amiliar, Cassidy spun around to see a Sentinel do commg up quickly.

“Faith, Wisdom, they've released the hounds,” Cassidy gasped as
he fell to the floor and ‘started shooting. The bullets climbed up the
monstrosn_Y’s leg in a shower of sparks. The dog continued moving in,
its lon ’thSI t\_/ery tail curling upward. A corona of energy was forming
around the tip.

The d_ou%le doors opened. Wisdom P_ushed the guard inside and
grabbed his %un. Cassidy shot again, this time sending bullets ricochet-
!n? off the dog’s shoulder. The corona of energy gained a blinding
intensity before a beam of pure white light seared across the distance.
Cassidy rolled to the left, just in time for the beam to scorch an oval
hole in'the carpet where he was a second earlier.

“Inside, leprechaun!” Wisdom shouted as he fired off another set of
hot knives, push,m(}; the caning Sentinel back and shredding its head.
The creature hesitated, then continued its loping stride.

“Stop callin’ me that!” Cassidy shouted as he pulled back, heart
pounding. The headless dog ate up the distance hetween it and its prey
qmckl¥. aising his gun, Cassidy fired just as the technological hound
leapt. There was the satisfying crack as abullet smashed the plastic nod-
ule. The Sentinel, now effectively blind, fell backwards into inactivity.

_ Cassidy swore and slammed the door. The place was cavernous, its
ceilings soaring and filled with computer banks, testing equipment and
various monitors. On one monitor, labeled n3, Cassidy saw an installa-
tion of steel girders and glass. The centerpiece of this facility was a
canine Sentinel writ large, secured in place by wires and gantries. This
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was the Master Mold for this version, the macromodel that produced
the normal-scale Sentinel units. , o

Wisdom stood in front of one terminal. “So this thing is the super-
user mainframe,” he muttered to himself before shouting, “Casmdfy—
Have our prisoner put everything thats not bolted down in front of the

00rs,
~ “The Master Mold is here!” Cassidy shouted back. “I’m (_ioing t0
find the programmmg terminal and disable it.” He grabbed the gun
from the guard’s hand and motioned toward the doors. “Ye heard the
man,” he growled. The nick he received from the bullet throbbed dully.
~ Wisdom stood before the main console muttering to himself. Cas-
sidy inspected each terminal, trying to determine which one led to the
Master Mold. He kept his gun trained on its former owner,
A small console'in the back bore the b3 aﬁp,ellatlon. The password
rompt flashed. Cassidy experimentally punch'in a few guesses while
isdom continued working. “Faith, man, I’m not a roboticist. I can't
even 8et into the terminal!” _ _
~“Poxy instructions,” Wisdom hissed under his breath before shout-
ing, “Try”‘Napoleon’—and look for the coolie vent. Should look like a
large conduit surrounded by baffles.”

“Napoleon?” S ,

“Considering how obsessed this pillock is with his brandy, it’s
worth a shot.” o _ o

Cassidy started &I/ug ing in phrases associated with liquor—then
added tennis terms. Wisdom slid the virus disk into the superuser ter-
.m{nal zimd began typing furiously, muttering, “Slow down,” at uneven
intervals.

Cassidy switched his attention from the password promPt to the
room. To his right, he saw a large metal cylinder taking up the length of
the wall, thin metal panels surround it. “Found it!” _
~“Good, because whether we beat down the puppy or not, we're fin-
|sh|nF? up with PlanB ... _ _

unning out of tennis turns, Cassidy recalled the evidence of
horses on the grounds of the villa. He started punching in horse riding
terms furiously. “Plan B?”

Wisdom pressed a button on the superuser console.

Cassidy typed in the word 1ipezaner.

hello, mr.hammer, the terminal responded.
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W}lsdorln smiled. “Plan B. B for ‘blow everything up."”
ump: .

The noise from the double doors caused both men to look up with
alarm. Cassidy had the venting Proto_cols called up on the screen. Wis-
dom returned to the suReruser erminal, a string of invectives |ssumg
from his mouth longer than a Welsh name. “Why won’t this thing load"
You have to keep them occupied, Cassidy!”

“Me? I’'m about to shut down the Master Mold!”

At that Eqmt, several things happened. There was another thump
this one buckling the doors. Cassidy’s attention went from the terminal
to the doors just as the guard held prisoner screamed and launched him-
self at the Irishman. Cassidy went down hard, a throbbing pain in the
back of his skull suddenly blossoming to keep the dull ache in his arm
company. The Fuard punched Cassidy in the mouth, screaming unintel-
ligibly. And all'the while, Wisdom stood before the superuser console
and swore atit. _ _

Cassidy, feeling his jaw swell, brought his knee up hard into the
thug’s groin. The screaming stopped, and Cassidy could swear he saw
surprise behind the man’s red-tinted goggles. With a frustration and
ferocity borne of the situation, Cassidy brought the gun butt hard into
the side of the man’s head. _ _

For Aust amoment, as the lackey fell unconscious, Cassidy thought
the loud report that accompanied his blows was just his anger con-
tributing to the force of the swing. But once he pushed the man off him,
Cassidy saw the real source of the cacophony—two more of the canine
Sentlln_els, buzzing electronically in a way that sounded like they were
growling. | . .. .

“Yes!” Wisdom yelled, oblivious to the monstrosities behind him.
~ Cassidy got into a kneeling ﬁosmon_ and squeezed the trigger, send-
ing a stream of bullets across the Sentinels’ legs and snouts. The two
moved back as one in response to the attack. One of the canine night-
mares hunched down, allowing a panel to open up on its back.

“Wisdom! They're here!” Cassidy yelled. He spayed bullets at the
armed Sentinel. Hot lead flew across the creatures”backs, some of the
stray bullets spangm% into the hatch. The overheating of the interior
mechanisms caused the Sentinel to hreak in two under the force of the
resulting explosion. Wisdom looked up, then back. He swore in a tone
loud enough to echo off the walls. Spreading his arms wide, aiming one
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finger at the cooling vent, the other at the Sentinel, Wisdom let fly,
sending hot knives into both objects. o

_ Cassidy dived down as the platelets of superheated ?Iasma jetted in
his direction. He heard the satlsfym? crackling pop of the remaining
Sentinel’s sensor dome bursting, followed by a deafln? hiss of steam
dlrectIY_ behind him. Looking up, Sean saw the front half of the Sentinel
scrabbling along on its two forepaws, obviously still locked in on his
mutant mgnature. Cassidy ran backwards, aware of the damp heat of the
punctured cooling vent,"and shot again, chipping away at the robot’s
armor,

“On your feet, Cassidy!” Wisdom shouted over the noise. He had
moved to the B3 teminal and punched in some commands. Spinning, he
sent a set of hot knives hurtling into the Sentinel’s head, slicing it to rib-
bons. Moving toward Cassidy, he put his hands together, grinned and
shot a full complement of plasma into the now broken vent.”

~ The whump of the energy striking home rang in Cassidy’s ears.
Wisdom grabbed Cassidy’s hand and pulled him up. There was a series
of smaller noises the Irishman found disturbing, followed b?]/_a chang-
ing of %hg steam into smoke. “Let’s find us a support wall,” his partner
suggested.

g he two ran out of the room. Cassidy felt his pain dull as another
adreneline sur?e hit him. In the hallway,"Hammer’s lackeys were run-
ning around, [eaderless and uncompréhending in the face of chaos.
Cassidy let flg with another short burst to push them back just as an
explosion under their feet shook the whole mansion. “Every man for
himself!” he advised the hapless Hammer employees. ,

Wisdom scanned the area for an exit. The quiet country-club-like
atmosphere of Hammer’s hideaway was being pushed aside for the
ambiance of a war zone—shattered glass, falling masonrr, flames, and
thundering noise. Cassidy was surprised to find himself calm in the
middle of all this. He was intimate with this sort of catastrophe; a simi-
lar act of destruction took his wife away from him. That he was the
cause of this fgllmpse into hell occurred to him, but Sean continued
telling himselfthe cause was just—as was the cause that cost him his

OWErs,
d “Window!” Wisdom shouted over the thunder. Smoke obscured
their vision. As they rushed to the glass gateway to safety, Cassidy tried
desperately to figure out what floor they were on.
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“Faith!” Cassidy exclaimed as they came up fast on the window. He
threw up his hands as they hit the barrier. “Fm gettin’too old for this!”

He Telt the glass shafter and give way, some of it slashln% through
the cloth of his outfit. Cassidy felf for oné blissful moment that sense of
weightlessness he used to experience when he flew on waves of sonic
energr. But then the 8round came up to meet him and he landed hard,
tumbling end over end out onto the erf_ectIY manicured lawn.

Sean sat there for a moment, _eelln% he adrenaline high slowly
leech out of him, restoring the varied aches and pains he was able to
focus beyond moments hefore. He looked back at Hammer’s home;
thick smoke billowed from the openings, and an ominous groaning
rumble was increasing in volume. ,

_ “Eight-point-eight by fifty-one! Prepare Cape Clear landing Port!
Situation Red!” Wisdom shouted, apparently to thin air, before turn-
{ng t0 lCa53|dy and saying, “No time for woolgathering, man, we have
0 run!”

Cassid (?ot to his feet and took off after the retreating agent. Wis-
dom w)ea ed his curious statement, and headed for the tennis courts.

“What the hell are you doing?” Cassidy shouted as the red clay of
the playing field came into view. .

“Subdermal transmitter,” Wisdom shouted back. “Kept us in con-
tact with Cully. Have to get the damn thing out once we're safe; it’s like
having a pox ,beestm% on your jaw that won't go away!” ,

A"small tlight of stairs led to the courts. Oftin the distance, a heli-
copter was speeding to their position. Cassidy looked at his partner
feelmg every smqle one of the cuts and bruises and bumps he ha
earned doing what needed doing. “And that time in the main computer
room—you were consulting with Cully?” _

Wisdom raised an eyebrow. “You think | was talking to myself?” he
asked, taking a moment to catch his breath. “You are a right toerag
sometimes.” _ _ _ .

Another explosion could be heard in the distance, this one powerful
enough to cause the trees to shake. The two looked back and saw a col-
umn of oﬂr, black smoke where the mansion once stood. Cassidy
couldn’t help but smile, even as he calculated the number of hours his
Prese_nt lover, Dr. Moira MacTaggart, was going to spend berating him
or his wounds. The aircraft moved closer, and Cassidy could hear the
thrum of its rotors over the flickering of the flames.
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But there was another noise—hoofbeats, heralding the arrival of a
horse, upon which sat Hammer. To Cassidy’s amazement, even
though the man was covered in dirt and grime, he still managed to
appear elegant. o

“This 15 not good,” Cassidy said.

Following Hammer out of the woods was a cadre of a half-dozen
torn, tattered, and achmg_gunmen. With their soiled, ripped uniforms
and unsteady(_ialts, they did not look happy to be in their boss’s employ
at this moment. Hammer brought his mount to the tennis court’s eage.

“You had to go and muck mgwjp,” spat out Justin Hammer.

“Of course, you poncy tosser,” Wisdom spat back. “That’s our job.”

Before the gunmen could advance, the agent laid down a spray of
hot knives at their feet. The helicopter was on top of them now, and a
rope ladder was bem? thrown down. o o

“I will make certain you pay for interfering in this operation, sir,”
Hammer said. o
. “How?You and your ragamuffin brigade aren't a threat anymore—
just atoeraq sitting on a pile of broken masonry. And you can't believe
thosg lager louts are going to impede our flight into the sunset.”

The Industrialist’s face reddened. “You ruined my home!”

Cassidy smiled as he grabbed hold of the ladder."Shouting over the
sound of the rotors, he said, “And what evidence d’ye have, boyo? I’'m
willing to bet all your security tapes are up in smoke.” _

Sean began climbing the ladder to treedom. Wisdom laid down
another blanket of hot knives, smgm(]; the lawn at the edges of the tennis
court. As he ?rabbed onto the lowest rung, the agent laughed and said,
“Go on back to America, you E!t.You_rhomeIan doesn’t want you.”

And then the rumpled looking Brit followed Cassidy up thé ladder.
This time, Cassidy agreed to have a pint with the agent. Wisdom was
dressed as he was when first they met, the degree of disorder inherent in
his dress unchanged. There was a lot less tension in the air this time, as
i the other intelligence agents realized that Wisdom had accepted Cas-
sidy as one of them. They clinked glasses before drinking. The toast
\f/vasI .stl]lent._Casmdy’s involved a wish that he never did anything that
oolish again.

“Rep%r_ts indicate that Hammer has turned his operations around.
He’s America’s problem once again,” Wisdom remarked.
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“Do ye think the Master Mold is gone?” _ _

“Rather. We overheated that place’s power plant. Anything needing
temperature regulation is useless now.” - _

“If you say,” Cassidy remarked. “I just don’t want to think about
those things again.” . _ _

“Wish | had the luxury, Cassidy.” Wisdom checked his watch. I
have a meeting with Stuarf in fifteen.”

“The W.H.0. head?” _ o

Wisdom nodded. “Wants a debrief. Ask me, he’s going to just bur-
den me with paperwork. I’ll find some way to get out of it, though.”

Wisdom walked into the main meeting room of the Spire, the obsidian
building that housed the offices of Black Air. Very few outside the
building had heard of the organization, and then only'in whispers: there
Were even some dgovernment officials unaware of the purpose of the
irreqularly shaped office tower that threw its shadow over North Lon-
don. Wisdom’s heels clicked on the floor as he approached three men
with erdatory eyes sitting on a raised dais. _
isdom produced the diskette from his jacket and placed it on
the dais. He averted his eyes from the gaze of his superiors. “There
YO% ar«la—a[! the schemata and information Hammer had on Sentinel
echnology.
~ The ?n?/iddle official, tall and spider-thin, retrieved the diskette with
insectile fingers. “vErY gOoD, WiSdOm. We ArE pLeAsEd.”
The man on the left raised one bushy eyebrow. “Your cover to the
Cassidy man is intact?” . o .
~“Had no reason to think otherwise,” offered Wisdom in a voice as
brittle as old leaves. _
~“Proceed to Omega branch, A%entW|sdom,” added the man on the
right in a phlegmy voice. “There have been developments in the Cyt-
torak situation.” . -
Wisdom pulled out a cigarette and litit. “Right, Top man, that’s me.”
He headed out, thinking all the while, I'm getting too moralfor this.
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May 4243

Tuesday

For cr¥mg out loud, | don’t even know what the date is
today. 1 bet Storm or Alex would know, but I’'m not about to
make a fool out of myself by asking. It doesn’t matter what
, day of the month it iS, anyway, or even what month it is in
the first place. Everythl_nt[}’s always the same here, day in and day out.
It’s enough to make a girl crazy. o -
Heck, maybe 1am crazy, to even be thmkmg_aboutwrltm? in here.
I’m still not sure why I’'m doing it. Professor Xavier told me a [ong time
agothatkeeplnF a |aryrn|ghthelgrne deal with achestuff?P|ng on
n m¥/ head, but | laughed at him back then, thought he was the crazy
one for su%gestuwg | write anything more complicated than a grocerr
list. Now t pu%h, things are different. The Professor’s gone, and, well,
mayhe this is the least 1 can do for him since | wasn't real great to him
when he was here. Better than nothing, H?ht? _
Who am | kidding? The truth is, Interno really did a number on
me, what with members of the team turning against each other, that
horrible evil | felt when | kissed Warren Worthington, my showdown
with that demon, Nasty—and | guess it can’t hurt to try usmg(a diary to
help me sort things ouit. Besides, it’s not like the rest of the X-Men are
Laltltmg all over themselves to take my mind off things or help me feel
etter,
| found this notebook in an abandoned room in the ghost town
where we're living rl?ht now, me and the rest of the X-Men. The
Reavers left it a shambles when they cleared out but there’s lotsa buried
tm@umtqbekmndﬁyouMOkhmdmwquThﬂewaeabmmhof
recipes scribbled on the first few pages but it was all for food 1°d rather
die than eat so I!)ust ripped them out and threw them away where no
one'd find them because | didn’t want Psylocke getting hér hands on

them and making us alligator stew for dinner. Yuck! Times like this |
| — ¢ L wnule viuiuauK can

183



X-MEN LEGENDS

make fried chicken worth anything and sometimes I think 1’d beg, bor-
row, or steal for a real sweet potato pie. .

Geez, Is this what I’'m supposed to be writing about? Food? The
Professor’s not here to tell me what’s right and | don’t know what I’'m
dtom%. Maybe | should just give up now before | do something really
stupid.

Friday

Well I’'m back. I don't like to think of m?/self as a quitter so 1I’'m not
gom% 0 Blve up on this even if I’m the only one who knows about it.
he Professor told me way back when that | should try writin
down my feelings about Carol Danvers bemgi trapped inside my head,
but the problem'is I don’t understand what 1’m feeling half the time.
Right now all | know is that I’m sick of her belng in my head and tak-
ing over my life. | don’t want her here, | didn’t ask forit- But | don’t see
that there’s anything either one of us can do about it any time soon.
Storm’s yelling for a team meetln? s0 | gotta go. At least she still
considers mé part of the team. | guess that’s something.

May 16

What a wonderful surprise!

This journal |1 discovered in Rogue’s possession brings back long-forgotten
memories of my childhood, i used to hide up in my room on rainy afternoons,
recording my hopes and dreams in the diary I'd bought with my allowance
money. | remember that it was small, hardbound, and white, with pink roses
etched around the border, and of course a shiny gold lock with a key to keep
my secrets safe from the rest of the family. It made me feel so important, to
have a lock and key of my very own,

I have to laugh now at the thought of what | used to write in those pages. |
can remember with surprising clarity my girlish plans for an ideal future: marry
a doctor or a lawyer or a military man like my father, have a brood of children,
and live in an elegant colonial home on the outskirts of Boston or Washington,

Whﬁre Iwoulhj Post tearﬁarties, ar]l_d b_?_,the_chair of the local PTA. Such “normal”
amhitmnol ihol/ooom nro him Tanri Inninp nrpamw< |

room in my life for pipe dreams for a very long time.
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Not that | ever could have predicted how the cards of my life would be
dealt—Kree powers, a stint with the Avengers, giving birth to Marcus, and now
this: trapped in the body of a mutant. My life—my very being—has been
forcibly taken from me and | fear | will never be whole again. Instead | lurk in
the recesses of Rogue’s mind, waiting for the occasional opportunity to take
control, to try to construct some semblance of a life. Not that it's much of a life
in any case, since | can't even touch anyone skin to skin—Rogue's bizarre
mutant power sees to that.

Where are those white picket fences and car pools now? Sometimes |
think I'd trade my soul for a station wagon. Even one of those horrible wood-
paneled ones.

Monday

GET OUT OF HERE! Why do tyou have to be everywhere? Can't | have
something, anything for myself? Anything?

Tuesday

| can’t believe the nerve Carol has, writing in here. 1I’'m not sure how
much more of this | can take. 1’'m not even alone in my own hody and |
never know when Carol is going to take over and banish me to the hack
comers of my mind and I'm starting to feel like | reaII?/ could split in
two, into two different people, not just two minds but two bodies and
even then 1°d still have her in my head all the time. | keep hava night-
mares about it. | was hopln% they’d stop coming so much when I started
writing stuff down in here, but ithasn’t helped yet. Maybe the Professor
really was wrong about this.

May 20

Well, it seems that Rogue has not taken kindly to my “intrusion.” | suppose |
should once again remind her that it is her fault I'm trapped in here, and that
if we can share a body—no matter how difficult that may be—we should
somehow be able to figure out how to share the pages of a black marble
notebook.

I was foolish to forget that Roaue couldn’t care less whatl 1r~"*-
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I am an invader in her life and nothing more. Still, | wish she’d keep in mind
how I wound up here in the first place.

On a lighter note, it could have been worse—at least she didn', in the
midst of her rage, hurl this notebook out her window like some sort of projectile
weapon and hurt somebody. Not everyone on the team is as impervious as
Colossus, and Rogue’s strength (stolen from me, | might add), already gets
her into enough trouble as it is.

You stole my life, Rogue; now I'm stealing some pages of your notebook.
It seems like an uneven trade to me, with you still holding on to the advantage.

Thursday

Fine. So Carol thinks she can take over this diary just like she takes
over everything else in my life. Leech. I’lljust ignore her, is all. She can
write whatever she wants but | don’t have to read it. This is my note-
book. | found it first, o

Little Miss Perfect. | bet she doesn’t even mind being stuck out
here in the middle of nowhere, as long as she’s got the other X-Men
around. | get sojealous when they bring Carol up—1 know they like her
better than they like me. I just wish theK weren’t so dam obvious about
it. | But m>{, life on the ling just as much as anybody else, but I’ll never
be aole tolive down my past, o
~ I’'m not throwing myself a pity |party. Maost of the time thmg}s are
fing, really, but sometimes ... well, Sometimes | miss my Toster
mother, Mystique. At least I knew that she cared about me, even if she
did have kind of a funny way of showing it.

May 26

Rogue threw a little tantrum today, so | took over for a while to give her a
chance to cool off. It seems that she got into a heated argument with Alison
Blaire and it almost escalated into physical violence. Dazzler is one of the
more formidable X-Men, but I'm not sure that even her impressive powers
would win out over Rogue’s (my) brute force in a one-on-one match. | don't
know why Rogue does this; not only does she regret it later, but it doesn’t win
her any points with the others, either. For someone who worries so much about
fitting in, and | know she does, she doesn’'t make much of an effort to play nice.

As for me, | am more and more grateful for the companionship of my
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friends: Storm, Elisabeth, Logan, and the rest. Storm in particular helps me to
get through each day. She is so ... serene, in an almost otherworldly fashion,
and that serenity has a way of rubbing off onto those around her. I've seen her
calm Wolverine down from one of his rages with only a few words, and there
are few people who can claim a talent for taming that beast. Rogue would do
well to be more open with Storm, more trusting. Storm is used to being an out-
sider, and if approached the right way, just might take Rogue under her wing,
given time. But ever since the events of Inferno (and believe me, | am thankful
| didn't have to bear the brunt of that trauma), Rogue has been so raw, so
wounded... | can only hope she starts the healing process soon, before
someone gets hurt.

Monday

Well I blew it, again. Got into a tangle with Dazzler and everyone took
her side, of course. It started out innocent enough—I told Longshot |
was keepln? adiary and he’d never even heard the word before, can %_ou
believe that? So |'was having a grand old time explaining 1t to him
when Alison showed up and %ave me a hard time. Things went from
bad to worse real fast after that. Can’t she leave him alone for one
minute? You'd think | was bouncing on his lap the way she got her back
up like a polecat in heat. Like I could seduce him even if | wanted to.

(Hell, maybe I do want to. But nobody has to know that but me.
And I guess Carol will know if she reads this but so what. I’ll put down
my secrets and she’ll put down hers and we’ll both be just as unhappy
as when we started. Together but alone, as usual.)

| wonder how long'it’ll be before Storm kicks me off the team and
makes me fend for myself. Heck, | wonder why | don’tjust beat her to
the punch and have Gateway send me somewhere far away from here,

But where would | go? Mutants aren't safe anywhere, especially
when they’re on their own. Besides, | bet as soon as Carol took control
of my body again she’d come right back to Australia.

'm just so tired of them hating me.

Thursday

| can’t believe that cold-blooded snake in the grass. She went shopping
with Dazzler and Betsy yesterday and brought back some of the ugliest
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clothes | 've ever seen—pleated skirts, boring blouses, frilly dresses ...
écan’tth stand the thought of my body in those rags! Ugh! I’m tempted to
urn them,
~ Guess I'll have to accidentally on purpose forget to do the dishes
this week. | know how that makes her nuts.

June 3

| am continually appalled at the slovenly mess of Rogue's (our) living quar-
ters. | cleaned the place from top to bottom today, although | almost gave up
when 1discovered that she’d torn up my new clothes and threw them in the
garbage. But | do live here, too, and ljust couldn'’t deal with the filth anymore.
This is supposed to be a home, not a zoo.

One good thing about being able to fly—you can even wipe the cobwebs
out of the corners of the ceiling! Now if | can just get Alison to take me shop-
ping again—not that | think that will be a problem. Alison Blaire? Shopping?

It feels so good to laugh ...

Tuesday

The place is so clean | don’t even reco_?nize it. Does she expect me to
thank her? She’s gonna have a long wait.

Thursday

Longshot and me went for a walk today. Somehow | managed to ?et
him r his lonesome and we wandered around the outskirts of town for
awhile. | tried to talk him into taking his motorcycle for a spin but he
didn’t want to, guess he needs things to be quiet sometimes. | can
understand that better than anyone. He was in one of his moods, where
he’s thinking about something serious and nobody can fl?ure out what's
the matter and he won't tell nobody what’s wronEl. So | thought mayhe
he’d talk to me if we %ot away from the others. Heck, I got through to
Gatewaﬁ/t,oonce. Longshot should be a snap compared to that old aborig-
ing, right’ _ _

Even though | tried my best to draw Longshot out he didn’t say
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much, but it was nice keeping company with him anyway. The conver-
sation went something like this:

Me: Are you feeling okay, sugar?

Him: Fine. Thanks, _

Me: Sure there isn’t anything you want to talk about?

Him: |’m sure. Thanks. o

Me: The skyrsure IS a great color green today, isn't it?

Him: Yeah. Thanks. _

Oh well, can’t blame me for trzmg. On our way back to town we
found some pretty wildflowers that he put in my hair'for me, careful not
to touch my skin of course. The reds and blues and Purples stood out
real nice against my brown and white mop. Longshot must've thou%h,t
S0 t00 because he kept stallnq_at me. [ was in a real good mood about it
until we got back and | saw Alison scowling at us. Kept the smile on my
face though and didn’t say anything nasty. Waited until | could come
back here and write aboutt instead. = _

She can touch him. | can’t. So why is she jealous? It’s not like she
would want to trade places with little oI’ me, is it? Hah. That's almost
funny. Almost.

June 10

Poor Rogue. | know that she has a crush on Longshot, but she must realize by
now that crushes are fruitless for someone with her (our) cursed power.
Besides, it is obvious to anyone who takes the time to look that Longshot and
Dazzler are desperately in love, even if they aren't yet aware of it themselves.

I wonder if Rogue will ever find someone who will look past her skin and
love the woman on the inside. And if HI still be trapped in here when she does.

To be honest, 1don’t know how she’s lived this way for so long. | want to be
touched. Is that horribly selfish of me, to have these moments of weakness,
when | block out the constant danger around us and daydream instead,
dream of a strong hand touching me in the dark, of warm, soft lips touching
mine, of hot fingertips caressing my bare skin? Am | a horrible person just
because whenever | do see Dazzler and Longshot together | envy them so
much that my vision turns red?

I need, lwant... I want to feel hardened chest muscles beneath my fin-
gers. Iwant to touch the firm planes of a man's abdomen, the soft down of his
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hair. 1want to smell that indefinable ... maleness, that musky yet sweet scent
that drives me just a little mad. Iwant to breathe it in and out and feel it course
through me. | want to feel the heat between our bodies when a man hovers
over me, his forearms guarding my chest, his legs framing mine.

In away | pity Rogue, who has never known the touch of a man, who has
never surrendered to the oblivion that love can bring. But in another way | think
she has it easy, since she doesn't know what she’s missing. | find myself get-
ting lost in remembrance sometimes, and it’s all | can do to keep from scream-
ing in frustration. Is it truly better, to have these memories, knowing that lwon't
be able to experience those feelings ever again? Perhaps Rogue has the bet-
ter end of the deal on this one.

Friday

| haven't been readin? what Carol writes in here for a while because |

don’t really care, but today | peeked and I wish Lhadn't. Going on and

on about love, like that’s all she can think about. She doesn’t know the

half of it. The only time | ever kissed a boy because | wanted to he went

gﬂo a}conga, and she thinks she has probléms? Spare me the “poor little
arol” act.

At least she knows how it feels, to have someone touch you like
that. 1’ve seen movies and read books and stuff but I can only imagine
what it’s really like to ... to ... | can’t even write it down! It’s too
embarrassing, since I'll never be doing it

Sunday

You know what? I’'m used to being alone. |'ve been doing it for so long
that | don’t even think about it anymore, it’s like breathmgi or not touch-
ing people, it’s just second nature to me. PeoPIe tr?/ to talk to me or be
nice and | snap at them or bite their heads off or tell them to get lost.
And then | sit here wonderln% what | did to get them all hot and hoth-
ered. What the hell is the matter with me? Am | that afraid of someone
getting too close to me that | push everrone in the opposite direction? Is
It my own fault that | can’t really call any of the X-Men my friends?
Carol always seems so confident when she talks about her friends, or
her old lovers. | wonder what it’s like, to be so sure of who you are and
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where you came from and who will be in your comer when things get
tight. I"don’t have Mystique anymore, | don’t even have the Professor.
How does she lean on people so easily? Who do | have to lean on?

June 19

Rogue is apparently jealous of my confidence—1 wish | could tell her face to
face that there’s no reason for her to feel this way. She holds all the cards,
and has ever since that day on the bridge in San Francisco when she stole
everything from me. Self-confidence? Please. I'm not even sure of who | am
anymore.

Perhaps | should explain. I've been feeling, well, incomplete lately, even
when | am the one in full control of this body. The other day Itried to remember
the last time | saw my brother Steven, and came up empty. | remember him,
and our relationship, and the fact that he died in Vietnam, but that final meet-
ing with him is no longer within my grasp. What does it mean? Did Rogue per-
haps take some of my memories into herself, never to return them? Does she
even now have a mental catalogue of the significant events of my life that are
lost to me forever? Or is this some personal failing on my part, an inability to
keep close all the memories that | hold so dear? Or maybe, just maybe, itis the
beginning of the end—the first step down a road toward becoming completely
submerged in the depths of Rogue’s psyche, never to resurface.

It's a riddle | am loath to answer. | don'’t know if it's a result of the psychic
transference | experienced when Rogue absorbed my essence into herself, or
if maybe | have had a hole inside of me all along, a hole that needed to be
filled, and now never will be.

Maybe a trip to New York would help clear my head. I'll see if Storm could
spare me for a day or so in the near future.

June 22

God, I'm so depressed today. Sad and lost. I'm not sure why, but it's smother-
ing me.

Well, Raven, you have finally gotten your revenge on me, haven't you? It
was your own foster daughter who trapped me in this hell. Congratulations; the
victory is yours.

I hope you choke on it.
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Sunday

| had a talk with Storm today. I’m not sure what brought it on. Maybe
it’s because | saw what Carol wrote a couple weeks ago about how |
should try %lvmg Storm a chance. Maybe it’s because | e been feeling
even more down than usual lately, and'l know that Carol has too. I don't
know. But Storm and | talked, and no one’s more surprised than me, but
it \{thnt vv_eIA.t Storm said something really smart, and let me make sure |
get this right; ,

You can’t love other people until you love yourself. _

I've heard it before, of course, but somehow when Storm says it
there’s more wisdom in the words. Must be a holdover from “that
weather goddess racket she had going on in Africa,

_ | thought ahout what she said for a while, and then | went and sat
with Gateway for a couple of hours. The c1u_|et company was just what |
needed. When he started playing his flute | imagined that the music was
making all my problems go away. _

The problems are still there, of course. But for those precious
moments, they didn’t exist. I’ll take what | can get.

July 3

| guess Rogue isn't the only one willing to take advice these days. | went to
visit Gateway myself, this evening. | sat there with him on his plateau and
watched as the sun sank below the horizon, flooding the sky with purples and
pinks and harsh streaks of orange. The sunsets out here are unlike anything |
have seen—wild and untamed, just like the terrain they shadow. They are awe-
inspiring and humbling all at once.

Gateway, of course, took it all in with impassivity. He has seen similar sun-
sets hundreds of times and will most likely see hundreds more. | wonder if he
truly has become accustomed to the sight or if his placid countenance masks
a continuing reverence. | suspect and hope it’s the latter.

There's nothing quite like a sunset to put yourself and your problems into
perspective. Even after we have all come and gone the sun will continue to
rise and set. The thought didn't make me sad, as it once might have, but
instead infused me with an unaccustomed sort of peace. There is comfort in
the eternal, | suppose.
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Monday

Something funny happened today. o

| took my body back from Carol during_dinner a few hours ago. |
was tired of being Shut out and so with one giantpush, bam! | was back
in control. The only thing is, Carol was in the middle of eatm? pea
sou&, and | hate pea soup, and | spit it all over the place and almost
choked on it and wound up covering poor Petey with green goo_ﬁ.

| guess it doesn’t sound funny when | Aus write 1t down like that,
but the thing was that everyone started laughing, even Petey. Not laugh-
mfg atme, but along with me, and then | was laughing too, and suddenly
| felt like maybe | did belong there after all.

Wednesday

| wonder if it would make Carol feel better if she knew that | would
glye all of her memories and her life back to her if | could. | hate her

eing in my head all the time, don’t get me wrong, but even so I’'m not
the same person who attacked her in San Francisco. If I had to do it all
ovelr_ agatlrr: {wouldn’t make the same choices. | 've changed. | hope she
realizes that.

July 8

You know what, Rogue? | do know that you've changed. And | understand that
you're suffering, too.

But I'm not letting you off the hook, and | never will. Your regrets don't
change the fact that this situation is your fault. Itjust means that we've all made
mistakes, and this one was a doozy.

I can't promise to like you, but | can try to hate you a little less. And | hope
that’'s an arrangement we can finally both live with.

Thursday

| don’t think | really need to write in here as much anymore. Things are
better with the X-Men, the memories of all that went down with Inferno

193



X-MEN LEGENDS

are finall){ starting to fade, and as for me and Carol.. . well, I don’t
think we’ll ever truly get afonF but we’ll get by. For now, anyway.

I think the Professor would be proud, if he knew. Maybe, wherever
he is, he does know. | hope so.
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Once a Thief

Ashley McConnell



The sunlight was warm and ?qlden in the ittle patio of the

hotel. A lattice of wooden strips striped uncertain shade
Ay 1M\ across the half-dozen round tables scattered over the red

cobblestones. At this hour, the patio was half empty. Even
the bees were conmdermg amidmoming nap. _

Remy LeBeau leaned back in his wrought-iron chair and surveyed
the other occupants of the little courtrard through half-closed eyes. His
fingers, long and limber, tore restlessly at a croissant, f|ICkIn(i crumbs at
small, fat birds who chirped at his feet, complaining when the shower
of largesse slowed. . ,

e glanced down as the chirping became even more demanding,
and found the croissant had been reduced to its component flakes.

. The lasttime he had stayed here he'd been much more satisfied with
his world. That was why he'd returned, after all—this Place, anameless
little hotel in the little town of St. Chinien in the south of France, was
one he associated with a feeIm? of solid satisfaction and well-being.

It was a feeling he couldn’t quite nail down this time.

“More coffee, msieuT

The birds had flown away, indignant _ _

Part of that feeling of well-being, of course, was associated with
the pert, b_Iue-ered Madelaine, who smiled down at him with the coffee
and anything else he might desire or offer.

~Madelaine was only sixteen, and he responded to her as he always
did, with a lazy flirtatious grin and a knowing wink. Madelaine glggled
and blushed and ﬂoured another cup of strong coffee. At least that
hadn’t changed. The coffee was always strong, and Madelaine always
flirted. He smiled as she turned back fo the kitchen, her skirts swishing
violently back and forth, _ _ _ o

Those blue eyes—looked like Xavier’s. Bright, sharp, intelligent
Byes,
Honest eyes.

Xavier.
LeBeau stretched uncomfortably.
“How d’you manage it?”
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LeBeau didn’t bother to look up at the man who cast the solid
shadow across his table. Every ointment had its fly, and this was the fly
in the St. Chinien ointment. Even this fly wasn't all bad—the ast time
he'd been here he had taken great pleasure in swattingit.

Every time he came here he indulged himself, come to think of it.
~Heaving a sigh, he took a cigarette from a pack on the table, lighted
itina IelsureIK/lfashlon, and exhaled a long stream of blue smoke before
looking up. “Manage what, mon amiT _ _

The other man moved around the table, letting the sunI!?ht fall
?crossh LeBeau’s eyes, and scraped a chair over the cobbles to sit across

rom him.

“You'd think they’d look deep in your bloody eyes and run like all
the devils in hell were after them. Instead they melt in your arms. Or is
that another one of your mutie talents? Seduction?” =
~ LeBeau smiled and exhaled again, deliberately directing the smoke
into the other man’s face. “One cannot account for what attracts de
ladies, mon ami. Other dan deir good taste, of course. I note you are
unaccompanied, still?” _

The other man grimaced and changed the subject. “So what are you
celebrating this time, Gambit? Let’s see, the last time it was the Heil-
ston ﬂewels, wasn’t it?”

eBeau merely lifted an eyebrow.

“Little Madelaine lost the earrings you gave her, you know. Care-
less little girl. Had no idea what they were worth, of course. Probably
dropped them in the hay somewhere.”

LeBeau shrugged. _ _

“Time before that it was the last will and testament of the Vicount-
ess Iblvekrakos, wasn't it? The heirs paid a very pretty penny to have that
one back.”

A line of ash drifted to the ground. LeBeau’s face remained
impassive. _ _ _

“But those things were quite some time ago, weren't the){_?"

_The other man was well dressed, his clothing of best quality. Gam-

bit’s eyes ticked over him, noting one by one the signs of affluence: the
old Patek Phillipe watch, the bespoke tailoring, the handlasted shoes,
e perfectly trimmed mustache. _ , _

But there were dark lines beneath Richard Reynaud’s fingernails,
and that mustache failed to hide the flash of a gold cap on one of Rey-
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rﬂatéd’s upper front teeth as he grinned unpleasantly at the impassive
eBeau.

“Mutie,” the other man whispered, enjoying the sound of the word.
“l aIwaKs said that was the only reason you gotanywhere.”

~ “ON, p'rhaps a little knack for picking d’locks has somet’ing to do
wit’ it, noriT" LeBeau said, deliberately sluning his words with a
thicker-than-usual overlay of his native Cajun accent,

Predictably, the man ImBq of his beloved mother tongue outraged
Reynaud even more than LeBeau’s bland fafade. ,

“Merde,” he said at last. “Why have you come here, mutie? | know
You. | know every job you've done—and haven't done—in the past
hree years. And latély you haven't done anything at all, have you?"

hile the other man, of course, had made at least seven major
scores in the past three years, Remy LeBeau, the mutant called Gambit,
silently recounted them to himself. Old Master palntlnPs, gold, jewels,
objets d art. Yes, Richard Reynaud had done quite well for himself.
~ While he, Gambit, had been rather distracted of late. Never even
finished his [ast job: there had been a little matter of saving a white-
haired child from the Shadow King. And since then . ..

“Retired, have you?” Reynaud said.

Behind him, Gambit saw Madelaine peek out of the restaurant
doorway, catch sight of Reynaud, hesitate and \_Nlthdraw.AYoung cou-
ple, newlyweds, based on their billing and co_omF, came info the patio
and took a table at the far end, n,uzzlllng and _glq? mg to?ether.

“That’s why you've come, isn't it ya
the better man?” . o

Gambit’s eyebrow climbed very high indeed. “De better man, mon
amP. Dere is no question, | t'ink!”

Reynaud’s face turned bright red as he leaned across the table.
“You come here time after time to celebrate your successes, mon ami,
to throw them in my face, but this time you have nothing to celebrate. |
have said for years that you are a freak, a mistake, a blight on our pro-
fession. Your ridiculous Guild, your joke of a family—"

LeBeau raised a warnm? hand, and the other man sat back.

~“You know better dan to bring de Guild into dis,” he said, very
mlldFIX Not to mention—so he did not—his family. _

eynaud snorted. “This is my territory, and you know it, LeBeau.

You've been coming here for years to gloat. But you're a mutie and a

To finally admit which of us is
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disgrace. You couldn’t even—" he spluttered, searching for a_suffi-
ciently degrading action, and looked deIP/ around, flnaII}/ focusing on
thed%quple_ across the courtyard. “You couldn’t even steal that woman’s
wedding ring’! _ _ o

_ D_esplteqwlmself Gambit found himself glancing in the woman’s
direction. She was flauntm?(a very nice set of rings indeed, with dia-
monds that caught and broke the light into rainbows. He noticed her
shoes and dress, its hem a bit frayed. _

“Dey’ve put all leur argent’into dose rings,” he observed softly.
“Every penny.” o
~Reynaud snorted. “Let me guess. You think it’s not galantl They’re
little fools with jewels too good for them. And you're a fool as well.
Look at _You, the famous LeBeau, the famous Gambit. Mutant. You
can't do it.” He got to his feet, the chair sliding back across the cobbles
W|tht a shriek of abused iron. “I still say you came to acknowledge your
master.

“Je vous verrai dans I'enfer dabord,” Gambit responded pleas-
antly. "Il see you in hellfirst. He could speak good French, Parisian
even, when he chose,

Reynaud snorted and stalked away. ,

“C’... coffee, msieuT Madelaine was not at all certain of her
reception.

“Mercl.” _ .

But he wasn't really seeing her. He wasn't even really seeing the
pougle across the courtyard, who finally noticed the red-eyed man star-
ing blankly at them and decided to take their affection indoors.

He was seeing Xavier’s blue eyes. Storm’s. The fiery, passionate
Rogue. The short, massive bundle of outrage that was Wolvering, the
annoyingly righteous Scott Summers. _

hey were mutants, all of them. No one there had found anything
remarkable about his red and black eyes, his ability to channel bioki-
netic eneﬁy. They all had mutant abilities of their own, and he was one
of them. He was welcome to be one of them. One of Xavier’s X-Men.
_Except he wasn't, of course. He was Gambit—thief, scion of the
%hleves’bGutlld of New Orleans, acknowledged among them as one of
everybest. , _ _
f Of‘course, behind his back they called him mutie, but never to his
ace.
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The X-Men were devoted to the principle that mutants and nonmu-
tants could live together in peace, that justice could be accorded to all.
As a thief, he found that tres amuser, and not, perhaps, the most desir-
able of situations. o o
~ Butitwasan oddlya pealing idea, all the same: a world in which
it would never occur o Reynaud to raise the issue, in which Remy
would never have to talk smooth and convincing to the girls like Made-
laine to persuade them to overlook his bloodred eyes.

He spent the day walking in the hills, climbing up and down among the
vines of Languedoc, touching the new green leaves with the tllos of sen-
sitive fingers, kicking at pebbles. From the ridgeline he could see the
rooftops of St. Chinien, red against white, blue against gray, and span-
gled with all the colors of flowers. _

Up above the town, a grand and too-modem chateau distorted the
skyline. Reynaud’s, of course. He was slime, but he was successful
slime. And Reynaud, the fox, was ngiht—one of Remy’s pleasures in
{;ﬁ,m{_ng to St. Chinien was to annoy the fool. He had overlooked that

is time,

~ He didn’t have to spend the rest of his life dueling for price of place
with such as that. He sat on the rocks overlooking the vineyards, feeling
the caress of soft summer wind rufflln% his Iong hair, running coins
back and forth across his knuckles, and thought about his life.

They didn’t know all about him, those X-Men. They might not be
so welcoming if they knew. He was a thief, after all. A master thief. The
master thief. _ _ _

Of course, he didn’t know all about them, either. Fair enough. He
\tIKaS used to keeping secrets, and used to dealing with others who kept

eirs.

~And this quixotic tilting at bigotry, well, he’d always been suspi-
mouslr fond "of lost causes and heIR!ess—hopeless—battles. It
appeatedtto his sense of honor, or at least his sense of humor. He could
give it atry. _ , ,

He doubted Xavier would countenance his other life.

He could change. _

He could chan%e. He didn’t have to remain the man who—who had
done some of the things he had done. And this was a chance. N donnez
j ‘mais sur un occasion, his foster father would say, in his soft Cajun
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mother tongue. Never overlook an opportunity. In their business it
would be asin, _ _ _ _
Remy LeBeau occasionally liked to sin, but even he drew the line
sometimgs, o o
A ten-franc piece went spinning across the sky, to explode in ajoy-
ous eruption of biokinetic sparks.

“Vous devrez enregistrer cette rnatiere a lapolice! ” _
~ Despite knowing gerfec_tly well that he was completely innocent—
this time, at least—Gambit “flinched at the words that greeted his
entrance to the little hotel. Report what matter to the police? _
The tiny lobby of the hotel was cramped at the best of times, with
barely enough room for the registration desk, the cubbyholes for keys
and messages behind it, Madelaine’s father acting as registrar and
concierge. The area in front of the desk was decorated with a worn rug
and one smqle overstuffed chair. Now, with the hysterical newlyweds
alternately clinging to each other and pounding on the desk, there was
no room at all, .
“Please, sir, madame, you must call the police.” _
“No!” the woman criéd. She was not one of those made heautiful
by her tears, Gambit noticed. “No, it was the girl, it had to be the girl,
brln%her here, ask her! | saw her looking—" o
he was flailing her left hand against the desk, slapping it hard,
then spinning around to grab her new husband, collapsing into a
mascara-streaked so%gy mess and his arms, _
“I'm sorry,” her husband apologized. “It’sjust that the rings—they
were all we had—" _ _
~ “Madame, we will bring the police. My daughter has nothing to do
with this.” Le ﬁere was being very firm and remarkably self-possessed,
GambltthouP t
Le_Pere
Gambi
pointed. o _
The man knew what he was, Gambit realized. The look of disgust
wasn't for Gambit the mutant, it was for Remy LeBeau the thief.
He had never, never stolen anything in St. Chinien. It was his safe
place, his refuge. He did not foul his own nest.
But there ‘was someone who would. His lips tightened, and he

ooked over the heads of the newlyweds, and his gaze met
's. For an instant he looked angry, and perhaps even disap-
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returned the look straight on, nodded once, and stepped back out into
the world.

The saying goes that there is honor among thieves, Gambit had never
been quite sure what that was supposed to mean. Within his own Guild,
of course, one took it for granted that one treated the Brothers, like,
well, brothers. | _
~ But for Richard Reynaud, who would rob a bride of her wedding
ring, well, honor was not a concept that quite apﬂhed. _

And if Reynaud _thought it was a concept that would protect him
from a thoroughly irritated Remy LeBeau, he was wrong.

The entrance to the Villa Reynaud was marked by a pair of columns
topped by foxes. They weren’t carved out of marble; Gambit could see
the fur ruffling in the wind. _

“He could also see the marks of birds splattered across the russet and
white hair, The foxes were stuffed, maybe even freeze-dried. Once,
when originally J)Ut in place, they might have been startlingly lifelike.
Now the¥ looke ragzged and just'as well Pl_eased to be dead. _

The Tront gate stood ajar, unusual in this part of the world. Gambit
studied the Inviting opening for amoment or two, then looked up to the
moth-eaten foxes. Glass eyes stared back down at him, He was reason-
ably sure that behind those eyes were camera lenses, in which case he
was already on film. Not that the prospect bothered him; he’d already
starred in Several such films. The trick was to find out whether he
aIrea% had an audience. _

~ “What the hell,” he muttered to himself, and pushed the gate open
wide enough to let himself in, .

The front_?arden showed the same impeccable taste as the front
columns. A Ple of black plastic hags, Presumab!{v filled with trash,
came nearly to the top of the wall. Several rakes and shovels were lean-
ing crazily agamst the house wall or scattered on the ground. A gar-
dener stared down at some weeds growing between slabs of pavement,
8 if serlousI{ considering doing something about them, someday. He
glanced up at Gambit and then shook his head, as if the whole idea of
weeding was entirely unreasonable.

Gambit nodded pleasantly and walked around toward the back of
the house, as if he knew premsel?]/ where he was going. He'd never heen
to Reynaud’s home before, but that made no difference at all.
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He passed seven large double windows along the side of the house
before coining to a discreet white door. The back garden, he was glad to
see, was in somewhat better condition. _
~ The door was locked, at least for a moment or two. He let himself
in and found he was alone in the laundry room. It smelled of soap and
bleach and mildew. _ .

Most robberies took place during the daylight hours, for the very

ood reason that there were usually fewer people around during the day
an at night. Gambit could reasonably expect that Reynaud would be

8Isewi&ere during the day as well—he wasn’t the type to spend a lovely
ay indoors, . _

His only real concern, in fact, was that Reynaud might not have
dropped offthe rings before taking off for the day. _

He swept through the house, room by room, tossing each one with
the ease of long practice. Twice he interrupted housemaids at their
work, at least once restoring an armful of clean linens that the flustered
?randmother had dropped at the sqht of the stranger in the inner sanc-
um. She was smiling at him, confused but obscurely flattered, as he
bowed his way out of her sight and into the next room:

~ Time. Even in the daytime, Reynaud would have alarms set. Each
time he opened a door he ran the Tisk of setting them off, or worse.
Surelg one of the maids, or the gardener, or someone, had already
called the police. He moved faster. _ .

Hallway. Stairs. Bedroom, not in use. Library, with row upon row
of perfectly color-coordinated books. A rather ?rand bath. Water closet.
More bedrooms—all sterile, all empty. Evidently M sieu le Fox had no
Madame and no kits with whom to share his den—a pity, that,

He moved soundlessly through the house, checking briefly before
entering each room, an unconscious smlle_dancm% around his lips as he
breathed deeply, waiting for discovery. His search was rapid, sure, and
as each room was through(ljy inspected his smile widened. _

And then one last bedroom, this one freshly made up. A pair of
handlasted shoes were aligned neatly at the edge of a silk rug. The top
of the armoire showed scratches under the %Ieam. This bedroom, unlike
the others, had a regular occupant. And at the far end of the room was
yet another closed door.

He reached for the handle, and paused. The knob was brass, worn,
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had evidently seen years, perhaps centuries of use. All the other fittings
in the house were less than twenty years old.

Even if someone had been watching the video cameras at that
moment, he would have missed the gesture that caused the Playllng card
to appear hetween Gambit’s fingers. Holding it between the first two
fingers of one hand, he taﬁped the edge against his thumb, contemplat-
ing. Then, with a flick of his wrist, he tossed the card against the door.

Nothing h,ap?ened. The card, lacking an)(,blok;netlc charPe rapped
%dgewme against the brass doorknob and slid, slightly dented, to the

oar.

A shout from the garden announced that his time was running out,
He reached for the knob—and yanked his hand back with a gutteral
Cagun curse as it sparked just béfore vulnerable flesh came in contact
with lethal metal. _

He could hear more sounds now from outside the room. There
wasn’t any time for finesse; he kicked out, a la savate, and shattered
the wood of the door—presshoard it was, instead of the solid heart oak
H]atfbe?utlful doorknob deserved, and just as well, too, for the sake of

is foot,

Alarms, silent and audible, went off at last. Someone—surely not
the grandmother?—screamed. Gambit spared the bedroom door one
?nlan_ce_gnd reached through the hole, opening the mysterious door from

e inside.

That evening, Remy LeBeau chose to eat inside the restaurant, the bet-
ter to admire the néwlyweds exclaiming between every hite at the jew-
els glistening on the Young woman’s hand,

‘She is very pretty, mSieu” Madelaine remarked as she took away
the soup plate and replaced it with a very nice brace of ortolans.

“Every new bride is beautiful, ma cherie.” He smiled at her. His

smile widened as Reynaud loomed up behind her. Madelaine squeaked
and scurried away. _ _

“You pig,” Reynaud snarled, staring past him at the newlyweds. “|
should have you arrested.” , ,

“Ah, I 't'ink not. Les gendarmes would be so very interested in all |
have to say, after all.” Gambit shook out a fresh napkin and placed it
delicately n his lap. “Would you care tojoin me? De food is superb.”

205



X-MEN LEGENDS

“Thief.”

The incongruitx of it caught even Gambit tg]y surprise, and he
laughed out loud. “I? Ah, it’s not stealing to recover de goods, mon ami\”

“Then worse,” Regnaud spluttered, “You’re not a thief, and so |
shall tell your Guild!™ Baffled at Gambit’s laughter, rich and foud in the
tiny dining room, he spun on his heel and walked out. ,

“Ah, no,” Gambit murmured to himself. “X-Man or not, | t’ink 1
never give up dis game, mon ami. 'S too much fun.” He turned to look
at the newlyweds, and winked long at the bride, raising his wmeg]ass in
atoast. The groom glanced back and forth between Gambit and his new
wife, a light of suspicion dawning, and Gambit laughed again as she
distracted him with more gushing overthegllstenmﬂ rng.

Some things don' ever change, he thou%ht, still smiling, thinking
of the ransom for the jewels that adorned her slender hand. Once a
thief, always a thief. Even when the only thing | steal today is a kiss.
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Jubilation Lee had no idea how much trouble it would
cause when she made the simple decision to go roller-
blading. _

‘Things had been quiet for the X-Men for a change. No
mutant super-villains had reared their heads recently. Some of the res-
idents of Professor Xavier’s mansion had gone on much-needed vaca-
tions. Wolverine had slunk off in the night'on one of his unannounced
spiritual quests. Jubilee, meanwhile, chose a warm autumn day to skate
?round the mansion property and enjoy the golden sunlight and colorful
eaves,

Clad in her tﬁplCEﬂ shorts and T-shirt, and clutching her skates, she
sauntered into the living room. She found Jean Grey and Rogue,
dressed in slouchy sweats, sprawled on the couch. They were staring at
the television. _ _ _

“Hey, gugs,” Jubilee called, walking over. “What’s with you two
glued to the boob tube? You're always getting on my case about how
much TV | watch.” _ o _

Jean, without taking her eyes off the screen, said, “This is a special
tape. We've been waiting for & spare moment to watch it”

The teenaged Asian peered at the screen. “Ack! What is this?”

~ “Wide World ofSFo_r_ts,” Ro?ue said. “It’s a report on the first ma{or
figure skatin competitition of the season. It's coming up in about a

Jubilee rolled her eyes. “Fiqure skating?” She sniffed derisively.
“How can you two watch something so wussy? It's a bunch of girly-
girls in pink tutus, wearing too much makeup, making pretty-pretty
poses for the judges ., _

“That’s not what it’s like at all,” Jean said. _

“Yeah,” Rogue BUt in. “It’s hard work, and tough exercise.”

“And it’s not a beauty pageant,” Jean said. “Skaters train for ¥ears
to do those jumps. The% lift weights to build their muscles. It takes
incredible strength. 1’ve been watching skating since | was akid, and it
always impresses me.”
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Rogue added, with a mischievous smile, “And it’s notjust for girls.”
She nodded as words appeared on the TV screen; men’s competition.

“Oli," Jubilee remarked acidly, “| can just imagine what kind of
guys. ... Her voice trailed off as a vision of male gorgeousness sud-

enlﬁ appeared. _ _

e was young, Asian, and she could see the tight cords of muscle
beneath his loose, yet clingy skating costume. He wore his glossy black
hair in a spiky short cut. His eyes were liquid pools that reflected the
harsh ice-rink lights. His skin shone with a golden cast, set off by the
black satin of his low-cut jumpsuit.

“Who ... is .. .that?” Jubilee Pasped. .

Rogue’s smile turned to one of trumph. “That,” she announced, “is
Christopher Kim. He’s new.” . _

Jean nodded. “He’s about your age, Jubes. He’s just starting out,
but everyone is amazed at how advanced he is. He was just another
delnlor_ ational finalist last year—this season he has a shot at the

ympics.” :
“Jubilee could sa%/ nothing. Her eyes were glazed and she couldn’t
Quite catch her breath. .

The two older X-Women exchanged knowing glances and turned
up the sound on the set. It was showing one of those “uP close and per-
sonal” profiles, with the requisite interviews and shots of the skater
training. 1f he made it this season, he could be the goungest man to ever
win an Olympic gold medal. First, though, he had to run a gauntlet of
preliminary competitions. The first of these would be in Connecticut,
not far from the Xavier Mansion in Salem Center, New York.

As the report ended, Jubilee sighed audibly.

“Well,” said Ro%ue to Jean, “our work here is done.”

“Yeah,” the redhead replied. “I don’t have to be a telepath to tell
that someone’s in love:” o

Jubilee shook her head as if waking from a dream. Then, she
noticed the amused looks on the others’ faces. She smiled sheepishly.
“Well, gotta go!” she said quickly. “I’'m gonna go out and get that exer-
cise!” Then she hustled out of the room.

QOutside, Jubilee strapped on her skates and protective gear and stroked

off furiously on an asphalt paths. “Let "em laugh,” she muttered to her-
self. “I think Chris Kim and | have a lot in common.” After all, they
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were both {)oun% with unusual talents. They were both 'orecocmus.
They were both thrust into an adult wiorld, and trained really hard for
thelr%oals. They were a perfect match. o

She sped past the red, yellow, and orange trees, rellshlng a cool
hreeze against her face under the perfect blue sky. She had to admit, the
men’s skating competition did look cool. It wasn't all like that bormg
ballet stuff she had thought figure skating involved. Chris Kim use
music with a beat, and he moved around the rink with fluid power, like
Wolverine on the prowl. When Chris {ump_ed you could see the spring
of his muscles. Then he'd fly through the air, fanding effortlessly. It was
a performance worthy of any of super hero. _

Jubilee loved being with the X-Men. She traveled to exotic locales:
Australia, Madripoor, Africa. She helped save the world. She was a
hero. But even ahero, like everyone else, fantasized about what it was
like to live another life. Ever since her mall-rat days, she would some-
times gaze Iongmgly at the expensive designer dresses and makeup kits
displayed in the stores. A part of her wondered what it would be like to
be Plamorou_s, an admired and beloved celebrity—instead of a semi-
outlaw, publicly reviled mutant. _ _

She imagined herself on an ice rink, in one of those little skatln%
dresses. éThe weren't that bad, if you avoided ka') She pictured |
decorated with gold sequins and dangling sparkly beads. Now, Chris
Kim was skatmﬁ beside her, lithe in his black satin, moving like a pan-
ther. They held hands; they spun together. He lifted her up above the ice
and thenhe threw her; she flew across the rink, then landed feather-
light. Jubilee spread her arms out and tried to lift her leg behind her like
the skaters did. _

“Aagh!” she yelled as she hit a bump, lost her halance, and
sprawled onto the pavement; only her knee pads saved her from some
nasty scrapes. She picked hers_elflt\%) painfully and decided to head back
home for a more sedate pursuit. Maybe she could go on the computer
and find out more about Christopher Kim .. .

The weather was a little colder and gloomier a couPIe of days later as
Jubilee sat on the living room couch, staring at the television. She
rewound the tape she was watching and played it frame by frame.
“Hmm,” she murmured, “is that a Triple Axel or a Triple Lutz?"

So intent was she that she didn’t hear anyone coming until, sud-
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denly, right behind her: “So you're the one who’s been rooting around
in our skating tapes!”

“Aaah!” the teenager sPun around to see Jean Grey and Rogue
standing over her, hands on their hips. “I’m sorry!”

Jean smiled. “It’s okar.”

Jubilee sighed and slumped her shoulders. “You ?ot me...l've
9ott_en into skating. | found some footage of Chris Kim from last year’s
unior Nationals, and that tape you were watching the other day.”

Rogue placed a comradely hand on her shoulder. “It’s all'right to
have a crush,” she said, then came around to sit next to Jubilee. e%/, |
don’t watch skatin’ {u_st for the skatin,” if you know what | mean.” She
winked. “I've got a thing for Philippe Candeloro.”

Jean joined Jubilee on the other side. “Oh, you mean that hand-
some, French-speaking, devil-may-care Olympic medalist? | can't
|ma%|ne you'd ?o for someone like that.”

ogue pouted as Jubilee and Jean giggled together,

“S0,” Jean said, turning to Jubilee. “Are you enjoying the tapes?”

“Yeah, it’s kind of mterestmgi. | admit, it iSn’t as wussy as |
thought. 1’'m trying to tell apart the different jumﬁs. It’s not easy,
though. Like, this one—what is this?” She replayed the tape.

Ah,” Jean replied sagely. “That’s a Triple Axel.” .

There followed for several minutes an earnest discussion of figure
skating basics, and the upcoming prospects for the season. The women
sounded like a group of armchair quarterbacks discussing football or
some such sport. o

The conversation turned to the present performance of Chris Kim
as the%/ examined his latest routine. o
~“S0,” Jubilee said, “they saK he can do a Quadruple Axel, which is
like, the hardestjumlo in the whole world. But I don’t get it. He could
barely do Triple Axels last rear.” ,

Jean nodded. “Yeah, all the older, more experienced and stronger
skaters can’t do it at all. Some say it’s even physically impossible.” She
played the jump in slow motion. “With all mx years of ﬁhysllcal train-
Ing, even [ can’t really see how Chris is get mg enough height to do
four-and-a-half rotations. He’s muscular, but he’s not nearly as
Pumped-up as Stojko or the other [)ower-umpers. And look at his
ace—Ne’s showing no physical effort. Usually to do an Axel, they gri-
mace like gargoyles ..
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~ Rogue scratched her chin. “Yeah. You're rigiht. And the way he’s
jumping—nhe doesn’t take off with the force that other skaters do. It’s
W

“Well,” Jubilee said, “Thhe/?/’re going to show that competition next
week on the sports network, Mayhe they’Il have more about it then.”

Jean suddenly caught sight of her watch. “Oh, Rogue, we’d better
?eé ,lto ;[]e store “before all the good shoes go. You want to come,

ubilee?

Jubilee shook her head. “No. I think I’m starting to be able to tell
the Flip from the Toe Loop.” o

“Wow. You must really be gettmg into this,” Rogue said with mock
amazement, “You're turning down s oppm_gi!”

As they got up and turned to go, I|ub| ee told them, “Thanks for
talking to me for awhile. We neverreally get a chance to just hang out
together, you know?” . _

Jean “smiled at her. “Yeah. This was nice.” She and Rogue
exchanged a knowing glance, then left the room.

“Robert, mon ami, you are insane.” Gambit was mopping his brow as
he, Iceman, and Jubilee emerged from the Danger Room the next day.

“| thought it was cool,” Jubilee crowed. “We've never fought
velociraptors in the Savage Land!”

“Do dey even have velociraptors in de Savage Land?” Remy
LeBeau asked wearllg, throwing his towel over one shoulder and taking
a swig from a water bottle he carried in the other hand.

Bobby Drake, de-mmg into his human form, shrugged. “I’ve never
seen one, but they're probably there. No, I got the idea for program-
mmg them in from that Sp|elber? flick.” .

ubilee claﬂped her hands. “T loved that movie!”

“Besides, Remy,” Bobby said, “You've got to admit, it’s a good
workout. "Raptors are smart, fast. . _ o
“ {ust_don’ like dem nasty claws on de little feet,” the Cajun said.
“Hard to hit, too, wit’ de E_Iaylng cards.” _

“It’ll hone yourtargie ing skills,” Bobby said.

They were interrupted by the arrival of Jean Grey and Rogue. Jean
was hol |n_? up a little white’envelope. _
~ Gambit looked at them with suspicion. “They look like de cat that’s
jus’ eaten de little birdie,” he said.
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Jean waved the envelope at Jubilee. “Look what we got.”

“What?” asked the teenager.

As Jean extracted three tickets from the enve!oRe. Rogue announced,
“It’s for the skatin’ competition on Saturday night. We're making it a
girls’night out.” _

“Cool!” Jubilee exclaimed. - _

Bobby crossed his arms and chuckled. “This is new. I didn’t know
you were Into skating, Jubes. Isn’t that kind of for . .. sissy-hoys?”

“Not all the boys are sissies,” Jubilee retorted. -

Gambit smiled rakishly. “An, I know . .. she mus’be in it to check
out de ?_uys in dey tB;ht pants. Hey, chere, you don’ have to go out and
see skating for dat. Don't you see enough men in tights runnin’ round
heah?” He struck a beefcake pose. _

Bobhy, encouraged by this hilarity, iced up. “Hey, you want ice?
We got ice!” He created an ice sheet on the corridor floor, and grabbed
the Cajun, who was still vogue-ing. They clutched each other with
exaggerated drama and |mProwsed a comical ice-waltz. This lasted all
of @ minute before Gambit’s boots slipped and they landed in a heap,
sliding for a few feet across the ice. _ _

Jean and Rogue laughed, and even Jubilee had to smile. “Okay,
tenou%b, of the high hilarity,” Jean said. “Now, let’s go get something
0 eat!

This met with general approval, thou
and everyone prepared to exit, Jubilee said defensive
{ﬁad |s,gmewhere that figure skating gets ratings as hig

ere!

though as Bo_bbY cleared the ice
e oot
as football, so

“| am having the best time!” Jubilee chattered that Saturday night at the
ice arena, She, Ro?_ue, and Jean were returning to their seats after an
intermission. The final group of skaters, which included Chris Kim
were up next. Jubilee was heawlsy laden as she and the others climbed
over the spectators in their row. She had bought popcorn, nachos, and a
souvenir T-shirt, _ . _

“We're having a good time, too,” Jean said. “We should do this
more often, Jubilee.” _ _

“It’s so great to hang out with you quys. | feel like one of the gang.

This is awesome!” .

“And to think we’re nowhere near a mall,” Rogue quipped as they
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finaH]Iy steﬁtled into their spots, with Jubilee on one side of her and Jean
on the other,

“It’s like a mall out there,” Jubilee said. “There’s all those booths in
the lobby, selling all that cool skating stuff. Dude, | had no idea those
skating dresses were sooo expensive. And I really liked that shiny red
velvety one that designer from Delaware had at her booth, too.”

Rogue shrugged. “But where would you wear a skating dress?”

~ Jean smiled enigmatically and passéd Rogue a plastic bag. “Give
this to Jubilee,” she said. o
‘When the teenager received the parcel, she looked into it and
?hrtleke(li. “Ohmigod! It’s that skating dress! Jean, this cost, like, a
ortune!”
~Jean smiled. “Hey, I have a little extra cash stashed awaY. Consider
it an early Christmas present. And Rogue, she can wear if to go ice-
skatmg. I'think the Rockefeller Center rink is open by now.”
: h“ ohu atre totally awesome! This is so cool!” Jubilee hugged the bag
0 her chest,

Below, the Zamhoni machine was finished resurfacing the ice, and
the announcer said, “The final group of competitors will come out for
their six-minute warm-up.” o _
~ “There’s Chris!” Jubilee cried, as he stepped out in his characteris-
tic black satin costume. _

“| hope he does well,” Rogue said. ,

~ “This could be his first step toward the U.S. Olympic Team,” Jean

said.

Around the rink, enthusiastic fans pulled out American flags, and
some had posters saying thlngls like go chris! and kim’s tpie man! He
definitely was develaping a fo Iowmgi. . .

Rogue pointed out another skater, a dour-looking, pale-skinned
blond man, who was circling Chris Kim like a vulture. He had a gaunt
face, and wore an ice-hlue outfit that matched his cold eyes. “There’s
the old sourpuss.” , o

“Is it that Rupert guy?" Jubilee asked. “Chris’s big rival?”

Rogue nodded. “Yeah. His name’s Rupert Smythe. He’s English.”

Jubilee pursed her lips. “He looks like he’s sucking on a lemon.”

“Last year he was a shoo-in for world champion.” said Ro?ue.
“He’s been around for ages. He was in the last OIym?lcs, but he
screwed up in the short program and only came in fourth. This
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Olympies’ll be his last chance to get a medal. They say his knees are
starting to go.” .

“Isn’t he _trym\? to do a Quad, too?” Jubilee asked. ,

Jean put in, “Yes, but it’s only a Quad Toe Loop. It's the easiest of
}Ai]e Iq,L,JadrupIe Jumps. Chris can’leave him in the dust with a Quad

Xel,

“Oh, hey,” Jubilee said, “I think Chris is setting up for one now!”

Sure enoudgh, Chris Kim picked uP some speed, and effortlessly
landed a Quadruple Axel right in front of Smythe, proving the older
skater could not Ipsych him out.

Jean suddenly gasped and grabbed Rogue’s arm.

“What's up, Jean?” o . .

“I thought | felt a flash of telekinetic energy in the room just now,”
Jean said in‘a whisper, “but it’s died down.”

Rogue raised an eyebrow. “That’s interestin’;” _

_Jubilee found it interesting as well, but now something new was
gomg on down on the ice, causing the crowd to murmur.” A mature
ark-haired woman, coiffed with a beehive hairdo and wearing a fur
coat, had left the gag?Ie of coaches, who had been watching their
charges at one corner of the rink. She made her way around to the broad
side of the ice. Against this was a long table, where the nine judges and
other officials sat. The woman approached a man at the table’s end, and
handed him a sheaf of Fapers. He examined the sheets, then passed
them to some other people. _

_Jean observed, “That's Rupert Smythe's coach talking to the com-
petition referee. | wonder if Smythe’s developed an injury.”

Suddenly all the judges and officials and referees leapt to their feet
and stirred to an uproar, They were all looking, not at Smythe, but at
Chris Kim, who was trying to ignore the distractions and do his warm-
U|o. Then, the announcer called into his microphone, "Christopher Kim,
please approach the referee.” . _ .

“| don’t get it, what does Smythe’s coach want with Chris?” Jubilee
asked her friends.

She got no answer, but watched, perplexed, as the young skater
approached the table. The officials surrounded him; in their dark suits
they resembled a murder of crows. Chris began to fld(TJet and wring his
hands, giving his own coach a desperate wide-eyed look. The crowd
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was buzzing as his coach, a white-haired man, went over, only to be
engulfed by the inquisitors., _ _

“I’ve never seen anything like this,” Rogue said. “Not even with
Tonya and Nancy .. ” _ _ o

Jean said, “I'really don’t like the way this crowd is getting.”

~“Do you think there could be trouble?” Jubilee asked, eyes wide
with concern.

“Should we call the other X-Men?” asked Rogue,

Jean sighed. “By the time they get the signal and scramble the
%Igcktb”lrd it could be too late. If anything happens, we’ll have to handle
it first.

Then came the announcer’s voice over the PA system. “Christo-
pher Kim will be withdrawingfrom the competition.” ~

The crowd’s buzzing grew as the young skater, pale with shock, left
the ice. Then he disappeared into a pack of people, who whisked him
away into the yawnm%.tunne! that led backstage.

‘Oh my God!” Jubilee cried, leaping to her feet. “What happened?”

Rogue,P_uIIed her down. “Settle down, sugar. People are riled up
enou/gh as it is.” o _

At this point, a woman, who had heen sitting a few rows up behind
the judges, elbowed her way to the announcer’s table. In her hand was a
manila envelope. She shoved the announcer aside and yelled, “Chris
Kim is @ mutie! That’ why he was pulled out! The evidence is on this
tape!” She waved the envelope.

All hell broke loose. _

The audience roared. People leapt to their feet.

Then came the ugly anti-mutant remarks:

“How dare he?” =

“Who does he think he is!”

“Ice the mutie!” o _

Needless to say, the pro-Chris Kim banners disappeared. All over
the arena people began squirming and getting up or Sitting down. The
crowd looked like a mass of wriggling creatures, living under a rock
that had been suddenly overturned'into the sunlight. Their voices rose
to a deafening din. _

Jean nuds%ed Rogue. “The core of the troublemakers is over there—
see them?” She pointed to a block of seats a just a few Sections over

217



X-MEN LEGENDS

from theirs. There were some large, burly men there, who did not look
like typical skating fans. They were standing and yelling the majority of
tRetdlatnbes, though others in the crowd were picking up the poisonious
rhetoric.

*1don’t like the look of them,” Ro%ue said. “I"ll bet they're Friends
of Humanity creeps, or one of them other mutant-hatin’ groups.”

Seconds later, the men started to throw %arbage_toward the ice.
Some of the projectiles hit their neighbors in the audience, and these
people, already agitated, be%an to pick more fights. Security guards ran
down the aisles and tried to break ug the pandemonium, buf the orl%ynal
instigators resisted. Elsewhere in the arena, new fights were erupting,
}/ﬁhne _rpany other spectators crawled over each other to make a run for

£ exits,

“This is gettin? out of hand,” Rogue said to Jean, _

Jean replied. “I’m going to try to calm the crowd telepathically, but
these emotions are running so Strong, and with all this insanity, it’s
goma to be hard to concentrate.”

ogue nodded. “I’ll see what I can do.” _
Jean ?rabbed her arm. “Don’t fly or do anything to call too much
attention to your powers. It’ll onl¥ fan the flames ”

“How can | help?” Jubilee offered.

“Don’t,” said Jean. “It's too dangerous. You go out to the lobby—
we’ll meet you there. If they evacuate the building, stay close to the

“But, Jean, there’s got to be something I can do!” .

The redhead glared at her sternly. “There are too many variables. |
want you out of harm’s way.” , _

Jubilee Fout_ed and took up her bag with her souvenirs. She got up
and began ¢ |mb|n8 sIowIY up the stairs to the exit. When she was a few
rows up, she turned to watch the scene. She saw Rogue wading into the
fray below, trying to separate the combatants in the most agitated sec-
tion. Someone tore ug a seat, and she grabbed it out of his hands, unno-
ticed by him, before he threw it. Jean was at the edge of the crowd, her
eyes screwed shut, apparentIY trying to get through to people mentally.

is seemed to have no effect. A few seconds later, she opened her eyes
again, and gazed intently into the morass. Jubilee concluded she had
s_vvtltched to her telekinesis, to try to blunt the blows of the audience
rioters.
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| hope Chris is okay, Jubilee thought. Her heart began to pound—
what if the riot had spread backstage? Now that she thought about it—
there was something she didn’t like about those big guys who escorted
Chris off the ice. TheY might have been bodyagu_ards ... oritcould have
been a trap. After all, the FOH goons had infiltrated the audience.
Maybe they had infiltrated backstage security, too! .

She had to get back there and save him. Jubilee ran up the stairs and
out the doors entermP the outer ﬁassage where the refreshment and
souvenir stands were, [t was amadhouse out there, with people running
around, trying to escape the arena entirely, and security guards vainly
working to control everyone, _ _

She ran around the Circular passage until she found the door leading
to the skaters’entrance. A big security guard stood there, next to a sign
that read, no one allowed beyond this point without credentials.

“Dam!” Jubilee said. She remembered now that you needed to
wear a sPemaI bad?e on a cord around your neck, with"a photo ID, to
get into the restricted areas. Only skaters, their coaches, and the offi-
cials could get those, In frustration, she punched the plastic bag with
her souvenirs . .. and got an idea. _

~ She dashed into a bathroom. In all the commotion, no one was
using it. Ducking into a stall, she shucked off her jeans and shirt, and
pulled on the new skating dress Jean had bought her. She kept her
sneakers—she’d seen skaters on TV wear them hackstage before put-
ting on their skates. For a final touch, she wore over the dress the T-shirt
with the competition logo. Now she looked like a skater dressed for
warm-ui)],_ though she hoped no one would notice her bare Iegs instead
of the thick flesh-colored tights that were usually worn. She moved
experimentally and found the outfit quite comfortable. Now she under-
stood how Jean could have run around in that awful green minidress
during her Marvel Girl days. _ .

Dltchlngg the bag with her street clothes in the bathroom, Jubilee
ran hack out into the passagie. It had been announced earlier that after
the men’s competition, the ladies were scheduled for a public practice
session on the rink. Hopefully she could pass as a skater herself, per-
haps having come early to chéer on a male teammate.

She returned to thé restricted entrance and its stem doorkeeper.

“Excuse me, honored sir,” she said with a fake foreign accent. “|
am skater from Madripoor. | lose pass. | must get in. My coach worry!”
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The security %uard peered down at her from a great height. Jubilee
was petite and athletic—she certainly had the right figure for a skater.

‘| haven’t seen you in the practices before.” _
"I miss practice. Ijust come from my country today. Please, kind
sirl I lose coach, I lose pass, | must find him!”"She put on her best
nathetic face, and quivered her lower lip.

|t worked. The security guard waved her through. _
: Yes! the teenager thought as she pelted down the stairs to the back-
stage area.

gTh(_e atmosphere down there was like that of People in a bomb shel-
ter during an air raid. They were fairly safe in the restricted area, but
they were trapped as a tempest raged outside. Jubilee encountered a
small group of female skaters who had already come for the practice,
gathered in a huddle and talklln% in hushed tones. She recognized a cou-
ple from the skating tapes. If it had been under any other circumstances,
she would have been starstruck and asked for an autograph, but other
things concerned her now, , o
~ She gulled aside a well-known National champion in the group, a
pixieish brunette dressed in a Team USA warm-up suit, “Have you seen
Chris Kim?” Jubilee asked her, o

“Do | know you?” the skater asked, squinting at her through too
much ege makeup. _

“On yeah!” Jubilee bluffed. “Don’t you remember that wacky time
we had in St. Petersburg last year?” .

The skater knit her brow. Clearly she didn’t remember, but she
wast preteBdlng she did. “Oh...sure... St. Petersburg. ... What a

arty....um ..
p >‘lChris Kim, I’'m looking for him.”

“Last | saw him, he was being led out by two of Rupert Smythe’s
bodyguards.”

“Led out? Out where?” . _ .

The skater shrugged. “I thought it was kinda weird. The safest
place to be n%ﬂ now Is down here. But | think they were headed to the
upper levels. Maybe RuPert has a secret hidey-hole.” _

“Why would Rupert Smythe’s bodyguards be guarding Chris?”

The Skater looked at her vacantly and twisted a curl around her fin-
ger. “Magbe Rupert lent them to Chris, what with the riot and all. Geez,
can you believe Chris is a mutant? He seemed so nice, t00.”
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Jubilee, to avoid throttling the airhead, made her excuses and
dashed off. Her fears were being bome out. Clearly, Rupert’s coach had
been the one behind Chris Kim’s disqualification. ‘She, and Rupert him-
self, could also have heen in cahoots with the mutant-haters. The body-
guards could have indeed been part of the scheme, too.

They may be taking him somewhere they can rough him up ... or
worsg, she thou?ht.

She darted through the maze of locker rooms and warm-up areas,
looking for a stalrwa?/ or something leading to the upper levels. She
fmalll_Y ound an elevator marked roof.

| ter instincts told her that was the place to go, and she entered the
elevator,

Sure enough, when she came out onto a rooftop parking lot, she
espied a very distressing scenario, _

A few yards away, near the edgce of the roof’s low surrounding wall,
two large men were manhandling Christopher Kim.

Jubilee’s eyes widened, and her heart raced, but she remembered
what she had learned from Wolverine, Stealthily, she crept along the
shadows until she got close enough to hear what they were _saylnql.

One of the thuqs said, “So, you're so upset about bemqbca led a
mutie, and being pulled from the game, that’cher little pretty-boy heart
just broke.” He shoved Chris toward his compatriot, _
~ “Yeah,” the other chimed in, “so you ran up here and decided to end
it all by Jumﬁjng off the roof.” .

Chris, his "hair disheveled, one sleeve of his costume tom,
exclaimed, “I can’t believe Rupert Smythe would go through all this
trouble to expose me as a mutant Aust tokill me!” —

“Actually, killing you wasn’t his icea,” replied the first thug. “It was
?u% He chortled cruglly. “One less mutie in the world. Even'if you do
00k human.”

“Cute little skater boy? Mutie scum! Heh, heh, heh,” The other thug
grabbed Chris by the shoulders and shoved him toward the wall.

Jubilee sprang into motion. With a flying leap, she sprang from the
shadows, limned with the brilliance of her mutant light energy, which
she hurled in tiny, painful blasts at the attackers. The thugs Tost their
%rlp on Chris. She charged at one of the thugs, and butted him with her

ead in the solar plexus. He reeled backward. o
Behind her, she heard Chris cry out, “Hey!” Spinning around, she
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saw to her horror that the other thug had his arm around the skater’s

neck in a choke hold, and was dragging him closer to the wall. She

kicked her first assailant to keep him down, then rushed to the other

ﬁne. By now, he had hauled Chris onto the ledge and was trying to push
im over.

“Yaaah!” Jubilee howled and elbowed the thug in the gut. It con-
nected, but when he doubled over he lost his grip on the skater. Chris
wobbled precariously on the ledge . .. then, e lost his balance, as
Jubilee vainly hurledherself to try to catch him . . , o

... but he didn’t fall. He just floated there, suspended in midair a
few inches past the wall’s edge! Jubilee reached the wall and looked
down—it was a good four or five stories to the parking lot below. Chris
Iotok(ted somewhat dazed, not really understanding the enormity of the
situation,

Jubilee stared a few seconds, dumbstruck herself. He really was a
mutant! He was levitating! Then, another thought came to her: If he
realizes what’ going on, It could end uF like in the cartoons; he’ll lose
his concentration and he’ll fall. Carefully, so as not to startle him, she
reached over and hauled him back to relative safety.

With sudden realization, he blinked, wide-eyed, and turned to peer
back down at where he’d just been. He opened and closed his mouth a
few times, but nothing came out. , _ _
~Now Jubilee turned to the thugs, who were still nursing their
injuries. “Hello!” she admonished, “you guys have the dumbest suicide
plan 1've ever heard! If the guy’s mutant power is to levitate, why
would he kill hlmselfbgjumpm offaroof?

h This only provoked them. They snarled and tried to rush her and
ris,

~ Now, Jubilee had another idea, She noticed Chris was still wearing
his skates—he hadn’t even had time to put on the plastic guards to
cover the blades. Remembering the claws on the feet of the velomr_ap-
tors in Bobby’s danger room program, she yelled, “Kick em, Chris!”
At the same time, she created more of her light show, which helped
keep the thugs disoriented as Chris, fueled by adrenaline, sliced at them
with the razor-sharp steel blades. _

Howling with pain, nursing long, shallow but painful, cuts, the
thugs were almost defeated when Rogue and Jean finally showed up
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“For Heaven’s sake,” the redhead shouted at her. “Can’t you ever
follow orders?” . o
Jubilee ran to her, with Chris in tow.
_ “She saved my life,” Chris said gratefully, as Rogue went to deal
mmmmm%. _
Jean sighed. “Well, there is that, | suEpose.”
Chris turned to Jubilee. “Are you a skater?”
“Uh, no, actually,” she replied sheepishly. “I’'mjust afan.”
“What you are s a hero!” he exclaimed. “Thanks.” He gazed into
her eyes gratefully. _
“It was nothing,” she said, and blushed. ,
~ Rogue came up to them, dragging the chastened thugs. “Dang, ain't
this somethin’?”

The lpolice had arrived shortly after Jean and Rogue had begun to help
quell the riot, and things ware now back under control. The arena had
been evacuated; the rest of the competition was postponed. Rogue
turned the thugs over to the authorities. Down in the restricted skaters”
area, people were heading out as Chris, his rescuers in tow, rejoined his
relieved Coach, George Carson. , _
~ “Thank God you're all right!” the midale-aged man cried upon see-
ing his student. “When those goons surrounded you, I had no idea what
had haﬂpened to you. | was worried sick!” , _
“Those guY_s were in some kind of hate group. They tried to kill
me!” Chris reP led, “But this girl saved my life.” He presented Jubilee.
“She’s a hero! She held off those two bruisers with nothln? but some,
like, martial arts moves and . .. what was making those little lights, a
fIashllght or somethmgf?" _ |
Jubilee suddenly Telt extremely self-conscious. “Oh, | did what

anyone would have done .. ” She Scratched the back of her head and
%huffled her feet. “Um, I’'m with these guys.” She pulled over Jean and

Ogue.

gCaLson shook Jubilee’s hand gratefully. “Thank you . .. thank you
S0 much.”

~Jean spoke u;f) “We were glad to help . . . how did things turn out
with this disqualification?” _ N
“Chris ... | have some bad news,” the coach said. “The officials
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reviewed the tape and documents that were submitted to them. They
have an analysis proving that the way you do your jump ... well, it
defies the laws of phﬁslcs. ls it true? Are'you a mutant?”

The Iyouth hung his head. *I think so.’l can f_IY.”

Jubilee put in, "Well, not fly, exactly .. . levifate.” o

Jean whispered to Rogue, “So, he was the source of the telekinesis
| sensed during the warm-up, after all.. o

Chris protested, “I never knew | had these powers! This is news to
me, too! | was just doing the jump the way | was taught.”

“| believe you,” the coach replied. “I know how hard you worked to
Ieai_n the J_ltlmp. But you must have been using your power without even
realizing it.”

“Yogur powers musta kicked in between last season and this one,”
Rogue deduced. “That hapRens at around your a?e.”

Chris’s eyes swam witn anguish, “People hate mutants.” He turned
to his coach. “Do you hate me, now, too?” o

“Of course not,” the coach said. "I've known you your entire life.
You're almost like a son to me, | could never hate you.” He grew
somber, “But the skating federation is suspending you from competi-
tion. They say )Bour mutant ability gives you an unfair advantage.
There’s Igomg tobe an official hearing.” His Voice grew soft. “Chris .. .
this could become permanent.”

“No!” he cried. “They cant..” _

“This has never happened before in skating,” the coach replied,
“but with the current climate ... it doesn’t look %ood. A few years ago,
| heard a skiier was disqualified for being a mutant... | think he was
Canadian..”

“But the Olympics ... " _

Rogue put” an arm around the distraught bOK’S shoulders,
“Sugar-. ... calm down. Don't give up yet. If there’s a hearin’, they’ll
have to make arguments, right?”

“I’ll'defend” you,” the coach resolved. “I’ll argue your mutant
power is a God-given talent, like the talent for flﬁure skating itself.”

“That’s the Spirit,” Jubilee said. “And .. . while you're waiting for
the hearln? ... you can stay with us.”

“What!” Jean exclaimed.

“Where do you live?” the coach asked.
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“Upstate .. . Salem Center .. Jean replied. “We're at the Xavier
School for Gifted Youngsters.” ,
The coach knit his brow. “I've heard the name ... can't place i,
though. | don’t really have time to follow much outside the skqtmg
world. But it sounds very classy. And Chris is certainly a gifte

youn%ster.” o
y “Um, um ... Jean stammered. “I don’t know if this is a good
|dea.”
Rogue said, “ActuaIIY, it is a good idea. With Chris out as a mutant,
the media will go nuts. 1t’s the biggest scandal skating has ever seen.
We can keep him out of the craziness for a few days.” o
“Please, Jean?” Jubilee pleaded. “Chris needs peace and quiet right
now. And the mansion’s been quiet for a while . ..
Jean sighed. “All rlg,ht.. .we’ll talk it over with the others. How do

you feel about it, Chris?" . _
Chris Kim said nothing. He just stared into Space.

Several days passed: dark, gloomy, rainy days. Chris went to Xavier’s
mansion, but he kept to_himself, stazmg mostly in his quest room,
Jubilee fussed over him like a mother hen, cooking %somew at ineptly)
for him and popping into the room every hour on the hour with some
kind of treat. It never quite got through to her when he would tell her he
wasn’t hung%. _ . _

~ Finally, the results of the hearing came in. Chris took the call from
his coach In the study, while Jubilee, Jean, and Rogue waited in the liv-
ing room, _ o _

“| wish Professor Xavier was here,” Jubilee said, drawing up her
knees to her chest as she sat fidgeting on the couch. “He always knows
what to say in these situations.” .
| “Heds Il won't be back from Muir Island for a couple of weeks,”

ean said.

Rogue said, “So, | ?uess "all heard the news about how they're
%onna mvestl(_iate Rupert Smythe’s Partm all this. | wonder how much

e knew about the FOH plan to start the riot and attempted murder.”

Softly, Jubilee said, “I heard the thugs say Smythe didn’t know they
were going to try to kill Chris.” _ -

“Hmm.” Jean remarked. “Well, whatever his part, that investigation
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could drag on for months, and until they have solid evidence, Sthhe
can still compete. He ml?ht make it to the Olympics after all.. . but his
knees might not even hold out that long.” _

p “Poor Chris. Maybe this'll work out,” Rogue said, and crossed her
ingers. _ _

Just then, Chris stepped solemnly into the room. They knew, even
before he said an?/thmg. And then, he told them, in a small voice. “I'm
out. For good. I’ll never be allowed to skate a?aln.” _

He was met with saddened silence. Then, Tinally, Jubilee came over
to him. “Um ... is there anything we can do?”

Chris shook his head. ™l just...need to be alone...” Then he
slunk out of the room.

Jubilee sprang to her feet and headed for the door.

“Don't,” Rogue commanded.

The teenager tuned back. “But he needs me!” _

~ “Notnow,” Jean told her “Let him be for a while. He needs to think
things through.” _

_ qu,ue said. “You were the one who said he needed peace and
quiet. Give it to him now.” _

Jubilee m%hed in exasperation and crossed her arms, but she
slumped hack down onto the couch.

Three da%s passed. _ . _
“Wake up, Chris! Today is the first day of the rest of your life!”
Jubilee threw open the curtains of the skater’s room. The sun, out for
the first time in da¥_s, streamed in. Chris had spent all this time in his
darkened quarters, listening to the rain. Jubilee |gured he’d had enough
?eace and quiet. [T he didn’t do something, he'd
orever. Or worsg. . _
From under the rumpled bedclothes, Chris moaned. “Skating was
my life. | can’t skate anymore. | have nothing to live for.” _
With her hands on her hips, Jubilee retorted, “Then don't live for
anything. Just live!” _ _ .
He moaned again and covered his head with the blanket. Jubilee
marched over and ¥anked it back. “Christopher Kim, I did not risk my
butt to save yours from those thugs just to watch you sleep the rest of
your life away.” o
“But...whatelse can | do? All I've ever done is train.”

e mired in depression
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“Have some fun.”

“Training was fun.” . _

“There’s all kinds of fun. Come on, it’s a nice da¥. Look at the
pretty leaves outside. Smell the wood smoke. Listen to the birds.” She
cupped herhand to her ear. _

t%hey couldn’t hear any birds, but there seemed to be shouting
outside.

Jubilee returned to the window. “Cool! Look, some of the quys are
playing basketball outside. Let’s go play.”

“| can’t play basketball. 1’m too short.” o

“Maybe, but you have an advantage. You can be Air Kim!”

“Using those powers is what got me into trouble in the first place.”

“Well, you can’t hide from _usmg your powers. They're Bart of what
%pu are, Let’s %o—you_’ll see, it’ll bé a blast!” Jubilee grabbed one of

is hands, and hauléd him to a sitting position, _

Perhaps Chris decided it would take less energy to go along with
her than resist. He finally consented to dress and go outside with her,

It was no ordinary basketball game. Remy was dribbling the ball,
which was fglowmg with a charge of kinetic energy. Rogue was flying a
few feet off the ground in front of the basket. Jean was floating on one
side, waiting for the rebound, and Bobby generated an ice sheet under
Remy gust as he let loose the shot. Remy slipped onto his rear, but he
madg the basket. The ball bounced insanely upon hitting the ground,
discharging a blinding blast. Jean, undaunted, stared at the now-singed
ball, which froze in midair. Ro?ue flew in under it and, rising into the
sky, slam-dunked it from three feet above the net.

Chris’sjaw droPped. “What the heck?” ,

“| told 'you before.” said Jubilee. “We're all mutants here. This
school teaches us to use and control our powers.” _

“l ... I'guess | wasn’t paying attention before, with everything that
Was glomg on.” _ _

“If there’s one ﬁ!ac_e you can have fun with your powers, it’s here.”
Jubilee Prmned. “This is what recess i like for us.” She waved her arms
to the players. “Hey, can we play?” .

“Sure,” Remy Said. “Butif both of y’all join, you gotta be on sepa-
rate teams.” _ o _
~“Wait,” Rogue put in. “I’lljoin your team and Jubes and Chris can
Join mine.”
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Jubilee propelled Chris toward the court, and he joined the mad-
ness.

Two hours later, Chris was actually smiling as everyone clattered back
into the mansion. o o

“Way to go, duuude,” Jubilee said. “You scored the winning basket.”

“l just wanted tojump ... | didn’t think I’d{ump that high.” In the
last seconds of the game, Chris had darted past three flying Interfering
mutants and made a miraculous slam dunk. He really was Air Kim.

. Remy shook his head. “Dey too many peaple who can fly playin”
dis game. | feel like a m|dg|et in'de NBA

‘Hey, I can’t fly!” Jubilee admonished and shoved Remy playfully.

They were inthe living room, and Chris suddenly was transfixed by
something on the coffee table. He went over to it and picked up a book,
then began leafing throu%h It o .

Jubilee noticed and broke off her teasing, joining the skater’s side
as the others left for the kitchen. “What’s that?” _

Chris showed her. “Great Works of the Italian Renaissance.”

“Oooh.” Jubilee rolled her e?/es and groaned. “I remember when we
got that book. Professor Xavier took us to New York, to that big, boring
art museum. He made us stare at a bunch of pictures of naked fat
women ... yawn-o-ramal” _

~Chris looked at the book thoughtfully. “I’ve heen in a lot of the
cities where these paintings are displayed,” he said. “But I've never
seen them. 1've been all over Europe and only seen the four walls of my
hotel room and the inside of the ice rink. We never had the time or the
money to stay a little extra after the competition and see the sights. |
always wanted to see the museums. | would read guidebooks and imag-
ine what it would be like.” _

“Eew. You like museums. ..” Then Jubilee remembered she hadn't
thought much of figure skating until Jean and Rogue had gotten her into
it. Maybe museums weren’t so bad after all. *So...um ... you've
never been to the Metropolitan Museum of Art? In New York?”

The skater shook his head. “But | skated once at the Rockefeller
Center tree lighting ceremany.” ,

“Well, dude, we're only"about an hour awakl from the BIF Apple.
We ant 00 to the museum tomorrow. We’ll take the train; we’ll make it
aroad trip.”
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“No way!”

“Way! r’ve got no,thin% better to do. Okag there’s some school-
work, but Professor X is out of town and | can blow it off. Let’s do it!”

“But what about the media? Won't they still be after me?”

“You can go in disguise.” Jubilee raised an eyebrow and winked.

The next da¥, Jubilee and Chris sat on a hill in Central Park at sunset. It
was still a clear day, but there was a stiff breeze that carried the bite of
winter. They looked out at the autumn foliage, which was past its
peak—someé of the trees were already bare.

“So, how’d you like the museum?” Jubilee asked. o

_ Chris took off his hasehall caﬁ: “| had a great time .. . this dis-
quise ﬁe?lly worked well. I didn’t think I'd look so different just wear-
Ing a hat.”

g Jubilee didn’t tell him there was an image inducer hidden in the hat,
“I had a pretty ggood time t0o. You really know a lot about art.”

“I read a'lot on plane trips. See, I told you there was more in there
than pictures of fat naked women.”

Yl liked the Eqyptian stuff,” Jubilee acknowledged. “And those
ktnltghts in armor... and those indoor gardens with the pretty
staues . ..”

_ “The paintings are so much more beautiful in real life,” Chris said
with a sigh. “The colors just aren’t the same in the pictures in books.
And to see the sculptures in the round . . . "

“He){, Chris ... now you have the time to go to all the museums

ou want.”

) Chris blinked. “Yeah ... I guess.. Hejumped with realization.
“You know what | could do? I could take the money | would have spent
on training this Eear, and use it to tour Europe. 1 could see all the great
museums—the Louvre, the Uffizi, the British Museum!” _

“Hey, that’s a great idea! And if you keep moving around, it’ll be
harder for the press to bug you . . . you should keep the hat, though.”

He smiled at her. .

Jubilee sighed. He had a very sweet smile, and she hadn’t seen
enough of it lately. But then she Tealized he was talking about going
away, perhaps formonths. . . and she was just getting to know him.

“Chris .. . you can still stay at the mansion right now. We can go to
all the museums in New York, and you can learn to use your powers ..
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He shook his head. “No offense, but... | want to get away from
the mansion for a while. 1*ve been cooped up in there long enough.”

“But...but...what about...um .. .us?" She winced as she
realized she sounded like something out of a cheesy soaP opera.

“Jubileg ... I'like you. A lot. And ... I'mreally grateful to you for
saving my life.” . _

“Oh,no...don’ttell me ...you're not...into ... %IHS L

~“No! | mean, yeah, | like {ilfJS ...but. .. you might not believe
this. .. I've never dated or anything. There just wasn't time for that
while | was training.”

“S0 you have time for it now.”

He squirmed. “Um ... Jubilee ... 1 need to sort of. .. get used to
my new life, y’know? My whole world has been turned upside down. |
have to get my head together before | can Iget into dating or any of that
stuff. | didn’tthink 1°d even start dating till after | got my gold medal.”

“That would only have been a few months from now.”

“A lot can hapPen in a few months. .. Jubes, I'm sorry. | don't
mant t% blow you off or anything .. . but you know what | 've]just gone

rough.”

ngilee hung her head. “Yeah .. .just a couple of days ago | was
really worried you might do something ... drastic ... if you know
what | mean.” =~ _

“| really appreciate everything you've done for me.”

“It was my pleasure.” N

“Thanks for saving my life . .. and IVInP me a new one.” _

They looked into each other’s eyes for a few moments. Then, Chris
hestitantly leaned over and kissed her on the cheek.

Jubilee said nothing for a second. Then she jumped up. “Well, we'd
better get going. It’ll be dark soon.” _

She pulled him to his feet and led him down the hill.

Dear Jubilee; o

Europe is so awesome! | got to see everything this time! The
museums are incredible! So are the palaces, and the cathedrals!
Ever*jhmg’s so beautiful' | saw the Mona Lisa yesterda)(. It was
unbelievable! To actually stand in front of the real thing after see-
ing so many pictures of it... it made me feel alive. | love this
stuff. Ithink Twant to become an art critic!
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| haven't been using my powers much, but | don't hate them
or anything. Maybe in a few months I'll go back to your school
and take some “lessons, But I've been In athletics training my
whole life, so there’s no hurry. My coach is still fighting the feder-
ation. | want to win, but at least now my life won't be over if they
never let me skate again. | still miss it, but it hurts a little lesS
nowadays. ,

Thanks so much for everything. I'll never forget you.

Love, Chris

Jubilee read the letter one more time, then folded it up and pock-
eted it in her yellow trench coat as she headed toward the Danger
Room. | am soover you, she thought. Besides, she had other thln%s to
worry about. Magneto was up to no good again, they’d just gotten back
from Genosha, and there was that Legacy Virus . . .
~ Iceman met her in the corridor, going the other way, “It’s all set up
in there for your session. Wolverine is waiting,” he said. “Oh, by the
vvaz—do you still want me to look into converting the pool to an ice
rink, now that it's winter?” _

Jubilee paused for a moment. Then she said, “Yeah, sure. It's too
sncthy for rollerblading. No sense wasting that nice skating dress Jean

ot me.”
! Okay, so maybe | ‘m not completely overyou ...

“Hey,” Bobby said, “I could go skating with you.”

“Wouldn't you rather skate with Remy, instead? You two made
such a lovely couple.”

“Nah. He always wants to lead.” , _

They chuckledfor a few minutes before Jubilee continued on to the
Danger Room.
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Such Stuff As Dreams
Are Made Of

Robin Wayne Bailey



Jean Grey sat at her small writing| desk addressi_n? a stack
of wedding invitations in the early Sunday quiet. Steam
curled upward from a cup of hlack coffee She held in her

. left hand, while with her right she dlpﬁed the nib of her ,oen

in the well of a Parker Ink jar and scrawled another name on a vellum

envelope. With a flourish, she set the pen aside, screwed the lid on the
jar, sat back, and sighed.

" Her desk calendar still showed the date as December 6th, and she
ripped the page awaY, crumpling it before dropping it into her trash can.
S0 much remained to be done, so many preparations. How would she
ever be ready in time? _

_ The morning sun streamed through her window, pleasantly warm-

ing her face, a relaxing sensation. She closed her eyes and listened as

the opening strains of Sammy Kaye'’s Sunday Serenade began on the

NBC Red Network, to which her Philco radio was tuned. The soft

music, so deliciously romantic, only added to the sense of contentment

that filled her, and she fingered the"invitations, wondering if she dared

take time to address just one more. o .

~ A glance at her wristwatch brought Jean upright in her chair. Only
thirty minutes before her work shift began! Slamming back the last of
her Coffee, she rose and smoothed the wrinkles of her white uniform.
Near the room’s only door, a rectanﬁular mirror in a wooden frame
hun% on the wall beside a picture of the American flag. Pausing before
It, she twisted her red tresses into a tight bun, checked the gold lieu-
tenam’slbars and the caduceus pin on her collar, then pinned her nurse’s
cap in place.

: Ouﬁside, a low-flying plane passed, its drone surprisingH loud. Her
back to the window now, she caughtafleetm? glimpse of the craft in
the comer of the mirror, then a sudden bright flash. unllght on metal-
lic wing, she assumed, until she heard the explosion that tollowed and
felt the shock of it. _ _ ,

Jean Grey whirled. In the distance beyond her window, fire and
smoke roiled up from the area of the men’s barracks. Before she could
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move, another fireball blossomed into the air, vast and scorching. Her
window cracked, and the splinters flew toward her. With a scream, she
qungz herself down, covering her face while her room seemed to buck
and tremble. _

A moment of tense silence followed. Jean shrug’%;ed off broken
glass as she got to her feet. She didn’t bother to check herself for cuts,
nor did she sPare more than a despairing glance at the invitations now
scattered on the floor, Instead, she snatched up the blue cloak that lay
l;]olded on the foot of her bed, flung it around her shoulders, and fled

er room.

All the nurses in the harracks were awake, shouting questions,
demanding answers, wide-eyed with fear and confusion, in various
sta?es of dress. They congested the hallways. “Get to the hospital!” Jean
called as she pushed her way through them. “Be ready for casualties!”

A young army nurse just coming off shift stood petrified in the
entrance, one hand still holding open the screen door. “No warning!”
she wailed. “No siren! Jean, the sky’s full of planes!” _

~Jean shoved b)é her and stepped outside. Already, smoke filled the
air, and fire heat blew in waves across the field. A second massive
explosion knocked her off her feet as one of the han?ars exploded and
flames engulfed a Falr of mustang, fighters parked before it.

Overhead, yellow-winged aircraft strafed the men’s barracks.
Another building, a machine shop, geysered upward in a terrible
shower of brick and board and fire. Beyond it, more mustang fighters
and cargo ships, all lined up so neatly on Hickam’s airfield, folded like
balsa toys under the unheralded attack.

Jean heard her name, A s&rawlmg lawn separated the nurses’ bar-
racks from Hickam Hosintal. tall man in flight surgeon’s uniform ran
toward her. Again, he called her name, his expression grim, determined,
heedless of the bullets that chewed the ground behind him.

“Scott!” Jean waved her arms, attempting to warn him as she strug-
gled to her feet. He jerked and twitched wildly, then froze for a
moment, his shoulders slumping, and looked at her like a little bo¥_who
Iénel\év hg’d”done something horribly wrong. Then he crumpled Tike a

roken doll.
A scream ripped from her lips, and something churned inside her
mind, something dark and frightening that stirred and came roaring
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awake, somethinP powerful and angry. It reached out from her,
e_nveIoRed the yellow-winged plane, seized it in midair, then crushed it
like a thing of paper. Fuel erupted, and a second bright sun hung briefly
in the sky and then smashed into the earth. _

Jean stared at the wreckage on the lawn, stunned, feeling the ﬁower,
whatever it was, recoil inside her and knowing that somehow she was
responsible. But she couldn't think about it now. Instinct and impulse
only drove her, and she ran to Scott, threw herself down by his side.

Al around her people ran now, but no one stoRped to"help. On the
rooftops, some soldiers were firing back with machine guns or pistols.
A plane tried to take off, then veered sharply off the runwai/ as a mas-
sive four-engined B-17 attempting to land came screaming through the
air, a bIazm? torch from mid-fuselage to tail section. The yellow-
winged warplanes swarmed like bees around it, scorching the air with
tracers. It smashed into the runway, cracking open, and the forward half
skidded to a stop while the rear splintered and bumed.

_ Scott’s blood stained Jean’s hands as she cradled his head. “Stay
with me, Scott!” she begged. “Help’s on the way! Don’t you leave me!”

With a gasp, Jean Grey bolted up in the bed, her body trembling
drenched'in a cIammK sweat. Beside her, Scott Summers also snaPped
awake and slapped the switch on the bedside light. The low wattage
glinted on the slender O%gles of ruby quartz in which he slept.

“The dream again?" he questioned, his voice alert, concerned.

Jean nibbed her temples as she climbed out of bed, crossed the
floor of the room, pushed back the drape over the window, and stared
beyond it. The moon shimmered on the lake outside the converted boat-
house they called home. A gentle August night wind shivered through
the pines. All seemed at peace on the Xavier estate. _

“Different,” she said as her trembling subsided. She let the curtain
fall back into place. “But the same, yes.” She turned to face her hus-
band, and despite her unease, she smiled at the way the pillow had
mashed his thick brown hair into a crooked coxcomb on one side of his
head. The book he’d been readm? when he fell asleep lay open on the
floor. Without comment, she litted it telekinetically, closed it, and
placed it on his nightstand next to a pair of glasses made from the same
ruby quartz as his goggles.
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“Almost every night this week,” he said, sitting up and drawing his
knees to his hare chest beneath the blanket, _

“I can’t figure why,” Jean answered. Remnants of the dream yet lin-
gered, troubling her. She remembered the desk calendar and its glaring

ate in red letters and numerals: December 7, 1941, She knew that date:

Pearl Harbor. The DaY of Infamy. Yet she’d never had any particular
interest in World War 11, and no connection at all to Hawaii or Hickam
Field. She tried to shrug off the images. “It’ll be dawn soon,” she said,
pushmgz her feet into slippers. “I’ll make some coffee.”

With eyes squeezed shut, Scott traded the goggles for his glasses.
“I’ll fry the eggs,” he said.

Scott served hreakfast on the dock and as they ate they watched the
sunrise through the whispering trees. The dream melted away, and Jean
relaxed as the sky brightened. Three weeks married, and she never felt
closer to Scott than at'this moment, nor more at peace. Peace was a rare
and precious thln? for the X-Men, for the world feared and hated them,
branded them outlaws, mutants. .

But that was the outer world. Xavier’s estate was a refuge from all
that, and she and Scott had it to themselves for the weekend. The Pro-
fessor, bless him, had arranged a trip to New York City with all the oth-
ers and a full agenda of museum tours and stage plaﬁs. Consider this an
extension on your honermoon, he had whispered to her before everyone
departed. En 103(1 yourselves. _

_ _dW|th that thought in mind, she took Scott’s hand and led him back
inside.

The ordnance building went up in a roiling ball of fire and fury. The
post exchange followed, Enem}é dive bombers Eounded the parade
Pround, the hangars, the harrac s._Chokm? smoke rolled across the
awn, and on the southwestern horizon a blacker, thicker smoke rose
over Pearl Harbor. _ _

Jean Grey ran toward the hospital, her blue cloak falling from her
shoulders to"the grass. Machine-gun fire tore the earth around her,
throwing up chunks of the sidewalk’s concrete. With a scream, she
shielded her eyes and kept on runmng. She'd be needed at the hospital.
Another exlplosmn. An invisible hand smashed her down. Such pain in
her eatrs!_B 0od on her face! And deep inside her head, something wak-
ing, stirring.
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~ Through the pain in her ears, she heard her name. Across the lawn
in the doorway of the hospital, Scott saw her fall, and his face twisted
with fear for her safety. Heedless of the danger, he ran to her aid.

A yellow-winged plane, its bombs dropped, strafed across the
lawn, and the ground in front of the hospital erupted. Still reeling from
the blast, Jean shouted his name.

“Stephen!” _

Like a broken doll. Captain Stephen Maxwell sprawled on the
rass. For an instant, Jean stared in disbelief and shock, Overhead,
e yeIIow-wm%ed plane climbed away. She screamed again in rage at

the enemy that had harmed the man shé loved. And it was getting away!
Shewouldnt letit. o
~Hot fury churned inside her, and a force unknown yet instinc-
tively familiar ripped outward from her mind. Suddenly She saw the
plane with different eyes opened as they had never been before. She
saw the face of her enemy within, saw his thou%hts even as that force
smashed into his brain. In an instant, she tasted his arrogance, felt him
recoil as_he sensed her impossible ﬁresence in the cockpit with him.
No,t né)tf in the cockpit—inside his head! How she savored his unex-
ected fear.

d She screamed, and inside the plane the pilot screamed with her. The
{)Iane’s fuselage crumpled, fuel tanks ruptured, exploded. For an instant
he blue sky burned with a bright red sun. . .

Jean ran to SteRhen’s side. Stephen? But his name is Scott. Con-
fused, frightened, sne lifted his bloody head in her hands. “Stephen!”
she cried as she tried to wipe away the red blood that filled his eyes.
Yes, Stephen seemed to fit him somehow better than Scott. His lids flut-
tered, and he clutched at her sleeve. His “RS moved.

~But she couldn’t hear him. Pain in nher ears, and so many other
voices in her head, all so loud! The soldiers on the rooftops firing back
with machine guns and pistols; the pilots in their planes making cold
calculations; the nurses in the barracks behind her so full of terror and
confusion; a mechanic in pain half-buried in the rubble of a hangar. The
ernest Rrayers of a B-17 crew in the midst of a crash landing. . .. She
heard them. More, she felt their fear, their rage. It all rushed upon her, a
sensory tidal wave of chaos. _

Stephen’s hand clutched at her sleeve, then at her uniform’s lapel.
He attempted weakly to pull himself up, and suddenly his voice rose
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stronger, more clearly, over all the others. Except it wasn't his voice.
Jane, 1—I wanted to'marry you, he mana%ed. His thoughts seemed to
enfold her with a sad, fadm([{tenderness. | 0 have made you a good hus-
band, Jane. We won’t have time now. No time. _ o

His hand slipped, and something tore from her uniform. His fingers
curled oFen, revealing her name tag on his palm and her name: Jane
Somerset, 1st It _

Jean started, shook her head. But that wasn’t right, she thought,
snatchln%qat the pin, re,admg the name again. She was Jean Grey!
~ Ano eryellow-wm?e plane dove out of the sun, engines scream-
ing. Enraged; Jean whirled, her red hair flying around her like flame.
Her mind opened: her strange new power erupted forth, and in the sky
above the hospital an enemy aircraft exploded even as the finger of Ifs
pilot began to tighten on atrl(?ger. Fire and metal rained down; the
Blane swerved crazily, crashed on the runway in a seething fireball

eside the burning tail section of the Ameiican B-17.

Jean turned Ner attention back to StePhen and flung her arms
around him. In amanner she couldn’t understand, she felt his heartheat,
sensed his diminishing life spark, touched the evaporating chaos of his
th_méghts, tasted his fpassmn,_hls regret and terror. “Don’t leave the!” she
cried, pressing her face to his. “I won't let you go!” o

~ The force inside her uncoiled once more, plunged deeper into his
mind, entangled him, entangled them both, and drew them together,
bound them. Stephen fell toward a black yawning abyss, and unable or
unwilling to let him go, Jean fell with him.

Jean fought her way up from the dream, her breath rargged, heart racing.
Scott bent over her, shakmgz her, worried. “Wake up™ he said. “Jean?”
A ray of sunlight streamed through a gap in the window’s curtains. She
blinked and passed a hand over her eyes. .

“That’s 1t!” Scott said softly as he brushed a lock of hair back from
her temple. “No more war movies before bedtime.” ,

She pushed herself up on the pillows and forced a smile. “I fell
asleesp,” she answered simply. “Is it afternoon?” ,

cott looked at her for a moment, inscrutable behind the rub

quartz lens that hid his eyes. Then he pushed his lower lip out in amoc
pout. *You were calling someone’s name,” he told her, “and it wasn't
mine.
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“Stephen,” she acknowledged curtly. She chewed her lip.
“Steghen—somethmg. | don’t remember clearly.” ,
~She flung the blanket back, and with the barest nudge of her teleki-
netic power, eased open the closet door on the far side of the room. A
pair of black slacks and a green turtleneck sweater floated from the
shelves and settled on the bed at her feet. .

Scott continued to watch her as he paced to the large double-windows
and opened the curtains wider to let in more light. She watched him,
too, from the comer of her eye as she dressed. The sight of her hushand,
naked in the light, stirred her. Her husband! There had been times when
she thought she might never have the chance to call him that, and she
had wondered if bemg an X-Man meant ruling out love.

~ But she had lovea Scott Summers as long as she could remember,
since their first days as students in Professor Xavier’s school. Through
dangers both from’space and time they had persevered, %own stronFer,
closer. And she knew now with a perfect clarity that, rather than rufing
out love, love was an X-Man’s ?reatest strength.

She shared a subtle rapport with Scott, a small effect of her tele-
pathic power. It let her sense his moods, his thoughts. She sensed his
concern as he watched her in silence. “You're thinking of Jason Wyn-
garde,” she said with a quiet shudder.

Adjustlngi<h|s ruby quartz glasses on his nose, Scott nodded. “And
the Shadow King—we have so many enemies. Some of them could
strike at you through your dreams.” _

Jean shook her head stubbomly, frowning, as she pulled on her
boots. She’d already thought of such things herself. Rising, she planted
akiss on Scott’s lips, turned toward the windows and opened them with
the gentlest telekinetic shove. “Don’t worry,” she whispered. _

ffortlessly, soundlessly, she glided into the air and out the win-
dow, like Peter Pan on the way to Never-Never Land. Not even the cur-
tains rustled at her parting, and Scott made no attempt to call her back.
Past the lake and over the pine trees she flew. Even here, safely out of
3|?ht on the Xavier estate, she seldom used her power in such an osten-
tatious manner, but the thrill of sun and wind on her face chased away
the shadow on her spirit and the chill left by the dream. _
A sguwrel nibbling a walnut near the Kitchen door of the mansion
chittered and scampered away as she touched %rou,nd again. She let her-
selfin and stood for a momeént, listening to the silence. With so many
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X-Men in residence, so many visitors in and out, the mansion was sel-
dom silent, and this was a rare moment,

Her heels made soft sounds on the bare wood floors as she walked
th_rough the halls and made her way to the library. The School for
Gifted Youngsters—she still thought of it by that name, though it was
now the Xavier Institute for Higher Learning—Dboasted a wonderful
collection of books on every subject, and floor-to-ceiling bookcases
lined every wall. It was not to the books she went, however, but to a per-
sonal computer on an antique oak desk in the warmest comer of the
room where she settled herself. _ . .

With a S|gh, she turned on the machine. This wasn’t quite how
she’d expected to sPend the afternoon, but she had questions, and a lit-
tle research might turn up some answers. And if it didn’t? Well, there
was always the Danger Room. Maybe all she really needed was to work
off a little tension. _ . _

The afternoon segued into _evemn%, and sunset melted into dark-
ness. Books piled up on either side of the computer as she worked, and
when the desk was full, she pulled up a chair and stacked more books
there. The lights clicked on, and it took her a moment to notice, so
engrossed was she in her research. Scott entered the room with a tray of
sandwiches and a pot of coffee. | flgured you could use some help,” he
said. Settmth} the tray aside, he picked up one of the hooks and sat cross-
legged on the floor.
~“Remind me to marry you someday,” Jean answered. Barely 3Ianc-
ing from the computer screen, she took one of the sandwiches and con-
tinued reading an army web-site entry on Hickam Field.

“I might even ask'you,” Scott anSwered with a smile. “Someday.”

Smoke rose black and heavy into the blue sky. Percussive shock waves,
one after another, shook the ground as the rain of bombs continued to
fall. Planes lined up in neat rows near the runway exploded and
burned, so much [qrotesq,uely twisted wreckage. Han(iars exploded;
machine shops collapsed into fiery rabble; flames engulfed the hospi-
tal’s south wing.

~Jean screamed and could not hear herself. She clutched her bleed-
ing ears in terror. Yellow-winged aircraft swarmed overhead like
angry bees. Torpedo planes dropRed their lethal loads. Machine gun
tracers tore chunks from the eartn. All around her, men and women,
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soldiers and nurses, ran for duty stations or in panic. On.rooftoFs,
some soldiers fired back with handguns. She heard none of it, not the
wh%le of the bombs, nor the roar of the explosions, not the voices,
nor the quns.

Yet,glying on the rubble-strewn ground where the last explosion had
tossed her, somehow she heard. A cacophony of voices shouted in her
head, the volume maddening, so many she Couldn’t sort them. In the
barracks, on the rooftoFs, even in the planes above—she heard them.

Then, through it all, one familiar voice calling her name with a des-
gerate fervor: Jane! Jane! And she looked up to see Scott—or was it

tephen?—running toward her. In that moment, she sensed the cold
fear that filled him, knew it was for her safety, and it propelled him
heedlessly across the lawn to her side. _

~Asifin a dream, Jean watched him run. In slow motion he came
like a character in a Bijou movie, while above him a yeIIow-wmged
plane began its dive. As'if she had seen it all before, she knew the out-
come. Her heart thundered in her chest, blood pounded in her ears, and
this time, she fouqht the pain in her body, and struggl_ed to rise.

The man she loved—Scott or StePhe_n—_wouI die. She knew that
somehow, she had seen it. Unless | act this time to save him. She got to
her feet, her eyes on the plane overhead. Something uncoiled inside her,
something strange, yet tamiliar. It half-woke and stirred and shivered,
and she reached out her hands toward the menacing aircraft.

Its guns spat fire. Pieces of earth flew UP' and Scott or Stephen
flung out his arms dramatically. For an instant, he stood frozen with a
stunned expression on his face; then he fell. Jean! Jean! She heard the
echo of her name fadln?_ in his dymP mind.

No Ionﬁer merely stirring, the sfeepy thing inside her shot awake. It
saw the re o_w-wm%_ed craft through her eyes and, raging, lanced out-
ward, following the line of her hand, and crushed the enemy plane with
astonlshln? ease.

Too late! Too late to save her man. But not too late for Ven?eanpe.
Not this time. She reached upward again with a telekinetic fist,
crushed another plane and another, Fur% fed the thing inside her; she
sent it out again and again, showing the attackers no mercy. Bright
flerY flowers blossomed overhead, and the sky became a garden of
lglea h, and she rose to soar above it like a shining bird on wings of

ame.
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* * *

“Jean! Jean!”

Her eyes snapped oBen. In midair, Scott spun like a top. Scores of
books flew in circles about him, pages fluttering madly. Cables and
cords, a desk lamp, pieces of the computer, a chair, all swirled through-
out the library in the grip of a telekinetic tornado. , ,

In an insfant, it was over. Everything fell to the floor in a clattering,
except for Scott, who made a more colorful sound.

ean sat up on the brown leather sofa where she had fallen asleep,
and the horror of what had happened struck her. Her power had ([Jone
out of control—her worst fear. The library was a shambles, books tum-
bled, shelves destroyed. The west wall was blown completely outward.

Scott crawled up from the floor and hung his arms over the end of
the sofa. His brown hair ropRed down across his forehead:; his ruby-
quartz lenses sat crooked on his nose. “Do you ever wonder,” he said
with an exasperated sigh as he stared at the wall, “what the construction
comgames in town must think of us?” _

he flung her arms around his neck, trembling at the thought that
she might have hurt him. She knew now she had to"do something about
these dreams—these nightmares. _

“| felt it, too, this time,” Scott confessed. He stroked her hair as he
held her. “Through the rapport we share. It’s not just a dream, Jean.
There’s . . . someone.”

Jean tried to calm herself and broke free of Scott’s embrace. As her
trembling subsided, anger replaced it. Too _many_EeQ le had tried to
mamgulate her in the past, to use her. She didn’t like it, and she didn’t
like the idea that someone might be trying now. .

She drew a deep breath, then another, and set even her anger aside
as she closed her eyes and gathered subtle mental resources. She
sensed Scott behind her, all love and worry, then tuned him out of her
awareness. o

Not just a telekinetic, Jean Grey was one of the most powerful
telepaths on the J)Ianet. Opening ner mind, she found what she
sou?ht—a barely detectible psychic residue hinting at the presence of
another unfamiliar mind. _

So she was under attack, as Scott had believed, from some
unknown foe. Well, the X-Men were no easx prey, she least of all
“Keep the coffee hoiling,” she told Scott as she lowered herself once
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more to the sofa. “I'll be right back.” She let her body go slack against
the soft leather. _

Freed from the flesh, her mind moved onto another plane, an astral
plane accessible only to telepaths and mystics, where her ﬁowers were
amplified to new degrees. Now the ps¥chlc residue she had detected
hung in the air like a tenuous veil o |Iﬁht. She touched it, and it
sparkled in response. She recoiled at first, then touched it again, and the
sparks seemed almost to dance around her fmgers._ But already the light
was dimming. When she tried to follow it back to its source, back to the
mind from which it sprang, it faded completely.

“It’s strange.” _

Scott sat on the arm of the sofa Ioo_kln% carefully down at her. He
felt helﬁless, she could tell, and she didn't need to read his mind_to
know that. The expression on his face said it all. “Of course it's
strange,” he answered. “We're X-Men. It’s not like we could have a
quiet, normal weekend alone.” _

She patted his hand. “I was angry amoment agio " she admitted. She
gestured at the mess the library had become. “But for all this violence,
and for all the violence in the dreams, | can't sense any,hosullty. | don't
understand it. Nor do I understand why a psychic trai aust fades.”
Scott frowned. He rose from the sofa and, if only to feel useful,
belgan picking up and stacking the scattered books. “While you were
asleep,” he said, Inclining his head and giving her an amused look, “and
hefore your little telekinetic storm picked me up and gave me The Wiz-
ard of Oz treatment, | ran a computer search on the name you gave me.”

_ Jean stood up. “Jane Somerset,” she said. “She was dn armK nurse,
a first lieutenant.” She folded her arms sternly. “Have you been hacking
into military records again, dear?” _

“Well. . Scott pretended sheepishness. “Nothing turned up there.
The army doesn’t seem to have computerized their records hack that
far.” He Shrugged. “However, a patient named Jane Somerset turned up
in the records of the Veterans’ Administration. Seems she’s been in and
out of VA hospitals, mostly in, for the past fifty years.”

“Where is she now?”

“Her last dlschar%e_ was twelve years ago,” Scott answered. He
touched the temple of his glasses as he glanced toward the ruins of the
comﬁ)uter. “| was interrupted before | could learn more.”

ean rose on tiptoe and kissed his cheek. “You're such a good hus-
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band,” she said. “As a reward, let me help you with the housekeeping.”
She took the armload of books he had Pathered, and turning, telekineti-
caII¥ rlghted overturned chairs and tables. A lamp returnedto its comer
on the desk. Books flew about the room again and darted to the shelves.
“Do you think anyone will notice theg’re not alphabetized?” Jean
asked impishly as she ‘sent her armload of books after the others,

“Do you think anyone will notice the hole in the wall?” Scott
answered. , _ _ _ _

“| want to go for a drive,” Jean said, changing the subject. “A nice
romantic drive In the moonlight. You'd like that, wouldn’t you?”
| ‘;I”t’s too late to Snow me, Red,” her husband answered.“What’s the
plan: . : : .
“More of an impulse,” she admitted. “I think Jane Somerset is
somewhere near.”

Scott frowned. “She’d be at least seventy by now. And why would
she attack you?” . _

~ Jean took Scott’s hand as she urFed him from the library. “I don’t
think it’s an attack,” she answered. “I should have thought of it sooner.
Our first names are almost the same. And there are other similarities, if
the images in the dreams are true.”

“You're both telepaths?” _ .

Jean glanced at her wristwatch. “It’s only eight o’clock,” she said,
pulling him toward the door. “Let’s just drive.” S

“We might as well go this way,” Scott said with a shrug, indicatin
the massive hole. A broken piece of plaster hung down from the top 0
the hole. Scott lifted his glasses just a fraction. Scarlet beams of energy
lanced from his eyes and shattered the treacherous obstacle, dealing
the wax. He adjusted his lenses again. “It’s closer to the garage.”

A half moon floated above the trees in the summer night sky as they
drove in their new convertible, a wedding gift from Ion(itlme friend and
fellow X-Man, Warren Worthln%ton 111, along the country lanes toward
Salem Center. If Jane Somerset were near, the town seemed a likely
starting place, and Jean su?gested It _

~ But Jean paid little attention to the romantic moon or the rush of
wind throufqh her hair or the beauty of the nlﬁht. She closed her eyes.
Unable to find a trail, she opened her mind, all her psychic senses, and
called Jane Somerset’s name. No answer came, nor any sense of a pres-
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ence. Yet unexpectedly, Jean Grey felt an overwhelming grief and a
regret deeper than she'could bear. _ .

An image of bombs flashed through her mind. Jean flinched and
forced it away. She wasn't asleep this time, and she wanted no more of
such images. She concentrated, instead, on other images from the
dream, on wedding invitations, on Captain Stephen Maxwell.

~As if from a great distance, she heard the sound of bells in her
mind. They faded, replaced by a sound like weeping that also faded.

Jean rubbed her eyes and sat more erect in the car seat. “If Jane
Somerset is a psi, then'she’s a low-level ong. | don’t know why | can’t
make contact with her. I've tried; I’'m trying now. But on the astral
Plane | got an image when I touched her light. Just a flash of some-
hlngr—a church steeple, I think.”

hrough the quiet streets of Salem Center they drove ﬁast coffee
shops and antique stores, restaurants and the lone ' movie theater. The
tovxllnt,seemed a place out of time, tranquil and safe in its storybook
isolation.
“Stog,” Jean said suddenly, her hand cIutchm%on Scott’s right arm,
The Salem Center Congrégational Methodist Church rose up on the
left side of the street, stark and'black without a light in its stained-glass
windows. Its tall steeple thrust upward at the moon. Jean felt a shiver of
recognition, and opening the car door, got out.

No one’s home,” Scott observed.

“Let’s walk,” Jean insisted. _

Hand in hand, they strolled the sidewalk and up the steps to the
church doors, which they found locked. With the smallest part of her
Rower, Jean mind-probed the interior. Indeed, it was empty, but a parish

ouse stood at the south end of the church, and the minister, with an
armload of groceries, was juggling a key at his door.

“Hil” Jean called, waving. _

Startled, the minister nearly dropped keys and groceries both. “Oh,
me,” he exclaimed nervously. e peered at them with momentary sus-
picion, then relaxed. “Can I'be of service to you youn% people?”

~Scott introduced Jean and himself and shook hands with the gray-
haired reverend. “We were wondering,” he said conversationally after
theK’d exchanged a few pleasantries, “do you know a Jane Somerset or
perhaps a Stepnen Maxwell?”

247



X-MEN LEGENDS

“We think they used to live around here,” Jean lied sweetly.

The minister Set his groceries down and rubbed his chin thought-
full{X. “Jane, you say?” He rubbed his chin aPam. “Why no. We do have
a Martha Somerset on our membership roles, a longtime parishoner,
wonderful woman, thou%h she doesn’t attend services much anymore.
Quite old, you know. But no one by the name of—"

Jean grl?%ed Scott’s arm. The sound of bells layered over the
explosions of bombs filled her head. Her knees buckled momentarily at
the unexpected onslaught before she blocked it out. “It’s all right,” she
said, steadying herself. “Just a bit of dizziness.” ,

But the minister’s suspicions were once again aroused. Bende, he
recovered his sack of groceries and inserted his key into the door’s lock.
“It’s quite late,” he said. “Do come back for one of our services. Good
night, _?ood night.” Then he was inside and the lock clicked shut.

Biting her lip, Jean reluctantly reached inside the minister’s mind
and seized the address of Martha Somerset. She hated invading people
in such a manner, but a sense of urgency compelled her. “I know we're
close,” she told Scott. “The images are So intense!”

Martha Somerset lived in the oldest part of Salem Center where the
homes were all Victorian and stately, though some were faded and in
need of repair. Scott parked the car at the curb hefore such a house, and
leaned across Jean to stare at the structure. A few lights burned in the
windows, though the hour was late. Getting out, they walked side _bK
side up the cracked sidewalk, past neat flower beds, to a door wit
|eaded glass windows. Scott pushed the doorbell. _

An-antigue little face |_)oeered from behind a sheer lace curtain,
before opening the door. Her hair was thinning gray, and little flesh
clung to her bones. Yet her eyes sparkled, and she regarded them with
none of the minister’s nervousness as she wiped her hands on a lace
apron, o

“Martha Somerset?” Scott inquired.

“Yes?” She looked them both up and down. _

Jean took Scott’s hand, interlacing her fingers with his. “I know it’s
late,” she said apologetically. “But do’you know a Jane Somerset?”

The old woman’s eyes widened. “Why, Jane’s my sister!” She
threw back the door and beckoned them into a foyer with flowered
wallpaper. An old coatrack stood behind the door, and against one wall,
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an upright piano. “However do you know Jane?” she asked. “And may
| get you some tea?” _

-ven without her telepathic power. Jean sensed Martha Somerset’s
loneliness, but also her sincerity and warmth. She liked the old woman
immediately. “Is Jane here?” Jéan asked. “Please, | have to know.”

Now Martha stood hack for a moment and examined Jean closely,
and her cheerfulness ?uletly faded. “Oh my, no,” she said. “The news
|sn’tt\ﬁep{ good, I'm afraid. But I'm forgetting my manners. Let me get
you that tea. , N _

She ushered them into a sitting room off the side of the foyer and
returned a few moments later with a silver tray upon which sat'an En-
glish brown Betty teapot, china cups, and saucers. She poured three
cups and distributed them. _ _

~“Jane’sbeen very' ill, hasn’t she?” Jean said, restarting the conver-
sation. “In and out of the hospital.”

Martha Somerset nodded as she balanced her cup and saucer
expertly on the ﬁalm_ of her left hand. “I had her transferred from San
Francisco to a hospital here just last week,” Martha told them. “We
grew up here, you know, and [ just couldn’t afford that expensive ﬁlace
apyrwo’r,e. But the strain of another move was too much, and she’s had a
stroke,

“But she is here,” Scott said, “in Salem Center?”

“Please,” Jean said, leaning forward. “I know you have no reason to
trust us, but | must see her.” _

Again, Martha seemed to study Jean. She took a sip of her tea, then
set the cup back on the tray. “You hear her, don’t you?" she said to Jean.

kgcott and Jean exchanged glances. “What do you mean?” Scott
asked.

“| used to hear her sometimes, t0o,” she answered. “| took care of
her for a while, rou know, when | was gounger. Ma?/be hear isn’t the
rlghtword. But I knew when she needed things: another blanket, a sip
ot water, or when she was awake. She let me know, though she never
spoke another word from the day Stephen died, and of course she was
gune deaf.” Martha shook her head sadly. “She never got over

tephen’s death.” _

Jean said. “They were to be married?” .

Martha nodded, her face serious. “She is talking to you. No one in
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this town but me remembers that. They were [g;om to get married right
over at the Methodist church on Christmas Day. But she was an arm?é
nurse at Hickam Field, you know, right up from Pearl Harbor.” She too
asip of her tea. “I never married, myself.”
~Jean touched her head. The sound of bells and bombs echoed softly
in the back of her skull. An urgency filled Jean. She had no doubt now
that Jane Somerset was calling to hier. “Please, Miss Somerset,” she set
her teacug down. “Martha—tell me where she is?”
Martha brushed her hands over the lap of her neat lace apron.
“Whjv, she’s UP on Harvard Street in St. Anne’s Convalescent Home.”
ean rose to her feet. “Let’s go see her,” she said.
~Martha’s eyes widened again. Then she slapped her knees. “It's a
little past visiting hours™ she said, rising. “But I can get us in.”

The staff nurse was firm—only one visitor at a time, so Jean went in
alone. Jane Somerset lay comatose amid a spiderweb of intravenous
tubes; she’d never regained consciousness after the stroke. Jean
approached the bed, gazm down at the frail, almost skeletal form on
the sheets. Martha had told them much on the drive over.

Deafened by a homb blast, unable or unwilling to speak or even
communicate after her ordeal, Jane had spent most of her life in hospi-
tals and institutions. At first, a brain mgury had been blamed, and there
was a scar from a wound over her left eye to suggest it, but no such
injury could be found. Insanity, some others suggested, or trauma-
induged catatonia, Whatever the cause, Jane Somersét had lived most of
her life sealed inside her own mind.

But Jean knew the cause. Reaching out, she touched the parch-
mentlike skin of Jane’s hand, and as she did so, she remembered a
childhood friend named Annie Richards. Struck by a car, Annie had
died in Jean’s arms. That tragedy had triggered Jean’s still-latent tele-
pathic abilities at a rypun age. Mind-locked with Annig, Jean had
nearly died with her friend—would have died, but for the intervention
of Professor Charles Xavier. .

But for Jane, there had been no Professor, and for all intents and
psntjrpﬁses, on December 7, 1941, she had died with her beloved

ephen. _

She squeezed Jane’s hand. “I’'m here,” she whispered.
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|t was only Jane’s unconscious mind, after all these years, that was
reaching out in her final hours, trymg to make contact with someane, to
tell her story. Had she not come to Salem Center, she might have gone
unheard. But in Jean, she had found a kindred soul. “I
meet you,” Jean told her, _ .
~ Animage unfolded in Jean’s mind of a desk at a window and wed-
ding invitations Bl|ed high, and bells pealed in her ears—wedding bells,
There were no bombs in the background this time, just sadness and
regret. Through the touch of their hands, Jean felt Jane’s life slipping
away with a sensation and certainty few others could ever know.

Chewing her lip, Jean slipped from the room into the corridor and
down the hall to a waiting area where Scott sat quietly with Martha.
The two had obvmusl?{ struck up a friendship. “There’s a place | know,”
Jean explained, kneeling down beside Martha as she reached out for
Scott’s hand, “where anything is possible. Wlllli/ou trust me?”

_ hAanhalegarded her without blinking. “If it’s for Jane, Ill do any-
w%wmwfwwwmmmmmeﬁ_ ,

Jean smiled softly. “Then go to sleep,” she said, sending the tele-
Bathlc command into"Martha’s brain. The old woman sighed and eased
ack on the waiting room couch. o

She turned to Scott and her smile became mischievous. “Well,
handsome, would you meet me at the altar a second time?”

His brow furfowed with suspicion over his ruby quartz lenses.
“What are you up to?” When she only arched her eyebrows, he
answered, “I"d meet you there a dozen times.” o

“Great,” she said, gnnn|nq,“but | won't be the bride this time.”
Before he could protest, she touched that furrow above his glasses.
“Sleep.” He slumped back in his chair. _

Jean returned to Jane Somerset’s room. The lights of Salem Center
shone outside the window; she pulled the drapes, and moved to the bed-
ydeaantotakeJane%hand
~ Closing her eyes, she felt beyond the walls of the room for the
minds of Scott and Martha Somerset. Then, taking them in tow, she
plunged deep into the dormant mind of Jane Somerset, past her sleep-
Ing conscious mind, past the layers andlarers of her subconscious and
deeper still to that very core mind where all that remained of Jane Som-
erset’s self-awareness resided.

m so glad to
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Jane Somerset, a I){oung girl in a crisp white nurse’s uniform with
?old wings on the collar, regarded her with a shy smile. In her mind,
Ime had not passed. “Hello,” she said. “I know you, don’t 17"

- It’s time to get ready,” Jean said. “Stephen’is waiting; the service
is about to begin. _

Jane Somerset looked confused, then she bnﬁhtened. “Stephen?”

“Come with me,” Jean said, holding out her hand.

Nervously, Jane Somerset reached out. As their fingers brushed,
Jean shifted them to the astral plane where all things were possible to a
strong enough mind, and hers was one of the strongest.

Jane Somerset’s uniform metamorphosed into a wedding gown, the
very one she once had dreamed of vv_e_arln?. Jean had plucked the pat-
tern from Jane’s memories. "He’s waiting for you,” Jean said, [pomtmﬁ.
An organ swelled with the familiar strainS of the Bridal March.
“There’s the music. Go to him now. Be happy.”

The astral plane bent to Jean’s mind and hecame a chapel. Scott,
clad in captain’s dress uniform, waited at the altar, and with him,
Jane’s sister, Martha, much younger and tearful in the white gown of a
bridesmaid.

Scott’s thoughts reached out to her, for on the astral plane words
were unnecessary. “What role are %ou playmg?” N

“What else?” Jean answered, her red hair spll_lmq loosely past her
white collar and over the shoulders of her black suit. “1’m the minister.”

“Are you sure you remember the words?” Scott grinned.

Jane Somerset arrived at his side, radiant, beaming with happiness.
“|'ve dreamed of this moment, Stephen,” she whispered. “Now we have
all our lives together.”

“Her power was completely latent,” Jean told Scott over coffee in the
mansion’s kitchen. The Sunday afternoon sun was sinking slowly out-
side the window. It would be dark soon, and their fellow X-Men would
return home. She and Scott had spent the day trying their best to clean
up the library. “The shock of the attack activated it suddenly, and just as
suddenly the trauma of Stephen’s death shut it down until, sensmg her
own approaching death, a small subconscious part of her reached out
again. _ .

She grew silent and stared into her coffee. “If the Professor hadn't
been there for me when Annie died ...” She pushed the cup back.
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“We've buried a lot of friends, Scott,” she said. “I don't think I've felt
closer to any of them.”
~Scott réached across the table for her hand, but the phone rang.
Picking up the receiver, he spoke a few quiet words, then hung up.
“That was Martha,” he said, his voice subdued. “It’s over.” _
Jean gazed out the window at the red sun that hung on the horizon.
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