


First Prologue

Peter Corbeau sat in his quarters onboard Starcore
One, tr mg_to work out how many seconds remained
before the Tirst ofJuly. _

Across from him sat two of the station’s crew,
Colonel Mikhail Kutuzov and Dr, Stephen Beckley, in
a heated discussion about something or other.

“Look Dr. Corbeau,” Beckley was saym? “al I'm
asking is to retask the array for a few tens ofhours, to
get the final data | need for the Edmund Project.”

“With all due resRect, Becklex,” Kutuzov said, his
tone indicating anyt |n(l1 but, “the administration al-
lowed you onboard only as a courtesy to NASA. |
refuse fo allow your project to disrupt any of Starcore’s
on?omg experiments of data-gathermg efforts.”

_ Itwas something on the order oftwenty-seven mil-
lion, give or take three hundred thousand, Corbeau es-
timated. Twenty-seven million seconds before he'd be
backon Earth, |sh|ngi the waters ofthe Caribbean from
the deck of his yacht, the Dejah Thoris Il. And in the
meantime, he'd be bUS){ OPlaym chaperone to a group
ofquarreling schoolchilaren. Or highly respected sci-
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entists. Sometimes he had difficulty deciding which.

It was his fault, ultlmatelg. Notjust that shifts on
the UN-sponsored solar observatory ran the better
part ofayear, thou%h he'd had a voice in that decision
as well. Klo, the whole Starcore operation itselfcould
be laid at his feet. Sowhen it came time to bemoan the
fact that he would not be able to fish again for the bet-
}]e_r pa\rlgc of ten months, he had no one to hlame but

imse

‘He’d had two passions since childhood, linked in his
mind: the sun and the sea. Peter had spent years study-
ing the former, and devoted what little freetime he had
to enjoying the latter. But now his love of the one
meant Nie was denied the other, and he couldn't help
but feel that was somehow unfalr, .
~ Peterwas a scientist, after all. So how did he end up
In management? o _

“Dr. Corbeau, I must insist,” Beckley said, and Peter
found that he’d completely lost the thread of the dis-
cussion. He didn’t worry too much, thou%h since if
there was one characteristic the two men before him
shared, it was an inability to avoid endlessly repeating
their own arguments, , ,

Despite having initiated PrO{ect Starcore just so he
could study the sun in ways that were impossible from
Earth, Peter was now peronally responsible for over-
seel_n? the work ofadozen men and women, scientists
ofdifferent disciplines and nationalities, each a leader in
their field. Collectively they held almost adozen Nobel
?HZGS and any one of them could have retired com-
ortably on the patents generated by their work. And yet
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they till fought like kids in a schoolyard, jostling for ac-
cess to the wide variety of monitoring equipment on
the station, each with their own experiments to run and
hypotheses to test., . .

And all Peter really wanted to do right now was fish,
But that would have to wait until the first ofJuly, an-
other twent%-seven million seconds away.

_ Starcore had been Peter’s idea, his baby from the be-
ginning, and he’d personally overseen the design of
every inch ofthe Starcore One space station, arnermg
two Nobel prizes along the way. When the UN tappe
him to act as director of Project Starcore, it came asa
surprise to no one. And yet itwasn't until strapping into
the Starcore-Eagle-One shuttle, bound for his first tour of
duty on the station, that it first occurred to Peter what
h?t be giving up, leaving Earth for such long stretches
oftime.

He was a genius, sure, and had the paperwork to
prove it, but too often he missed the blindingly obvi-
ous, even when itwas staring him right in the face.

His comm pnwed, interrupting whatever Kutuzov
was about to say. With asigh oquatnude, Peter toggled
on the display, and the face of
screen. _ N

“Yes, Talia?” Peter said. “What is it?"

“_Somethm? pretty strange, Peter. A ship ofunknown
desi nhhas w,s popped up 1 our sensor data.”

ere

alia Kruma filled the

Kruma glanced to one side, lips ﬁursed. “It’s close.”
Peter was already on his feet and heading to the door.
“I"ll be right there.”
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Moments later, Corbeau was on the bridge, Beckley
and Kutuzov at his heels.
“Well, Talia, what canyou tell me?” o
~ “That’s it,” Kruma said, pointing to the indistinct
image displayed on the overhead monitors. The still
was blurry and distorted, but the overall impression was
ofan immense ship ofstran%e angles and proportions.
“It appeared near the sun abit over four minutes ago,
%nd passed within a few thousand miles of Starcore
ne.
_Peter’seyeswidened. “That puts its velocity at a Sig-
nificant fraction ofthe speed oflight.”
Kruma nodded. “We figure it atjust over .75 ¢, Peter,
Andslowing.”
“What’s its bearing?” Beckley asked, breathless.
Kruma glanced over at Alexander Hilary, who was
busy collating the most recent data at his station.
H Ella% looked up, face ashen, and said a single word:
1] ar .H



Second Prologue

“I don’tknow, Capn. This seems like a real had idea to
me.

_ “Well, Frank, maybe ifyou didn’t drink away what
little money you don't lose at cards, you could scrape
together eriough to buy your own boat, and then you
could make the decisions.”

The crewman shook his head ruefully, and left Aley-
tys Forrester in the wheelhouse. It was her boat, and
hgr dtept|5|on, but the crew was clearly none too happy
about it

When Frank had gone, Paolo came in from the deck,
carrylnﬂ a steaming cup of coffee in either hand. Lee
%ratefu y accepted one, her attention still on the far

orizon.

“Frank’s an idiot, Lee, but he’s right about this. Let
the Coast Guard take care of this mess. Nothin® good'll
come ofus salllnﬁ the Devil’s Triangle.” .

_Lee Forrester had known Paolo since she was a little
girl. He and her father had been good friends, and
when she'd blown her savmgs on buying the trawler
right out of college, Paolo had heen the first to sign on
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to her crew. He'd been onboard ever since, and he
knew more about the sea than he could ever teach her.
But despite Lee’s repeated insistence that there was
nothing to the legends ofthe Bermuda Triangle other
than the periodic eruption ofmethane hydrate deposits
on the ocean floor, a ect!n? the buoyancy of ships and
the ability of planes to maintain lift, the old man refused
to believe that these waters were anything but cursed.

“Heard and understood, Paolo,” Lee said, with a
weary smile. “But my decision stands. We've radioed it
in, but if there’s somebody left alive from that crash,
we’ll be able to get to them ongbefore anyone else can.”

Paolo shook his head, but kept silent, taking up his
accustomed position at her side. ,

The trawler Arcadia was about five hundred miles off
the east coast of Florida, and makm? its way steadily
northeast, roughly in the direction ot Bermuda. It had
been afew hours Since _thex’d seen the craft arcing over-
head. Lee thought it might be some sort of NASA craft,
or maybe an experimental airplane. Either way, it was
coming in hot and fast, looking like it was ﬂomg to
crash into the ocean somewhere zust over the horizon.
Lee hadn’t needed to think about it too long before she
ordered the men to haul in the nets, and headed at full
steam toward the place the craft must have gone down.

The vapor trail lingering in the air led them like a bea-
con, and by midmorning the little atoll came into view.
Lee didn't have to check the charts to know where they
were. She'dl once washed ashore on that little strip of
land, after being tossed overboard in a squall. One of
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her crew had dived in after her, for all the good it did i-
ther of them. The two ofthem had spent days on the
atoll, unsure ifthey’d ever be rescued, until he appeared
and they went from the frying pan into the fire.

“God preserve us,” Paolo said, his mouth drawn into
atight line, his gaze fixed on the shapes hulkingjust be-
yond the atoll. o _

Lee nodded, expression grim. As the Arcadia motored
around the little island, the strange prominences ofthe
utybe_}/ond came into view. The islandwasJulienne Cay.
The city had no name, at least not one that Lee knew. Al
that shé knewwas that itwas older than civilization, and
had not been built by human hands. And the vapor trail
they followed pointed directly at its heart.

Over the objections of the crew, Paolo included, Lee
made landfall, mooring at the makeshift dock she’d
used on her previous visits to the st_rangle, unearthly city,

“Come on, ¥ou lunks,” Lee said, slinging herpack
on herback “Itthere areany survivors, we're not doing
them any favors standing around here.”

There were four members of the crew besides Lee
and Paolo, and they now gathered around Frank, their
de facto spokesman in times ofdispute. He was the one
who _typ|call}/ brought any of their grievances to the
captain, all ofthem Invariably minor and easily settled,
and though he’d never done more than win the crew a
few more percent of the ship’s haul to split amongst
themselves, he carried himselflike a shop steward fac-
ing down the oppressive forces 0fbig business.

“Look, Cap™n,” Frank said, squaring his shoulders
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and trying his best to look intimidating. “The 3uys L
me have been talkin’ it over, and we've decided we're
stayin’ on the boat.”

‘|s that s0?” Lee asked swegtly.

Frank nodded. “Yeah, it is.”

“What are you afraid of, quys?” Lee asked “Bogey-
men swimming udp out ofthe triangle to drag you down
to awaten{ grave?”

~ Acouple of the younger crewmen exchanged wor-
ried glances, and Lee knew that was precisely what they
wereworried about.

~ “Well,” Lee said, noddm? slowly. She stepped hack
into the wheelhouse, and stepped-out holding a rrifle
normally kept racked on the cabin wall. A Lee-Enfield
303 that her grandfather had, b_rotht back from the
firstWorld War, it was euphemistically called the “shark
gun.” It had been used to shoot more than sharks in its

ay. Lee Elanted the rifle’sbutt on her hlﬁl her hand on
the stock “Unless I'm very mistaken, this is the only
firearm on the hoat. And its comingwith me. Soyou've
got to askyourselves. Do you feel Safer inland with me
and my rifle or here on the hoat with Frank?”

Thé crew looked to one another, and with aripple of
shru spre%ared to follow Lee inland.

“How about you, Frank?” Lee said, stepping up onto
the ship’s railing, and then vaulting to the dock a few
feet away. “You commg| along, or are you going to stay
on the boatall b zour onesome?” _

“I'm cornin’,” Frank said reluctantly, Iancmgi_up at
the strangely shaped towers of the city. “But I stll say
this isabad idea.”
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Following Lee’s lead, the crew made their way through
the labyrinthine concourses ofthe city, moving throu%h
narrow passages and across broad avenues, under the
gaze of fowering statues deplctln% unearthly, inhuman
creatures. At the feet ofmany ofthese enormous mon-
sters were sculpted humanfigures, lounging in sub-
missive poses in various states of undress. The crew
walked In silence, unsettled by the strangeness sur-
roundm?them. . _

At last they found the craft, parked in the middle ofa
broad ﬁlazawnhqut ascratchon it.

“What the devil is that?” Paolo said.

“Whatever it is,” Lee said, looking at the odd angles
?ndlq,nsettlmg protuberances of the vessel, “it isnt
ocal,
~ “Cap?” Frank said uneasily, pointing at the strange
figures issuing from the craft’s open hatch, who began
to advance on them menacingly.

“Frank,” Lee said, unslinging the shark gun from her
shoulder, “I'm beginning to think you might have been
right after all.” _ o

More ofthe strange figures were in view now, and
some ofthem had taken to the air, shouting at Lee and
her crew in an alien, gzuttural language.

“Captain?” one ofthe younger crew said plaintively.
“Whatarewe ... 77 _

“Quiet, Joe,” Lee said, and tossed the rifle to Paolo,
who trained it on the nearest of the fl%ures. She then
slung her pack from her back and grabbed the satellite
phone from the side pocket.
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“Lee?” Paolo said, warily. “These folks don’t seem
too friendly, I don’tthink”

Lee finished punching in the number, and held the
phone up to her ear. “Come on, come on, pick up,
damnit?”

“Cap’n? Alittle help, here?”

“I'm working on it, Frank,” Lee said, and then heard
the click on the other end ofthe line. “Oh, Scott, thank
god¥ou’re.. _ _ _

“Thank you for calling Xavier's School for Gifted
Youngsters,” came the voice on the other end of the
line. “I'm afraid we're not able to take your call at this
time, but ifyou’ll leave your name and'a brief message
afterthe beep...”



This wasn't the slums, or the war-torn streets of some
distant city, or a savage and distant land. This was Man-
hattan, Park Avenug to be precise, somewhere in the
upper seventies. Kitty Pryde knew it as one of the
swankiest neighborhoods™ in the city, perhaps even
the world, but on this moonless nlgh_t, the streets
strangely emlqty of vehicles and pedestrians alike, the
shadows pooling under every awnm? and around every
door, she felt an‘ingscapable sense ofmenace.

For the moment, it seemed that the world consisted
ofnot_hm%but Kitty and the buildings towering on ei-
ther side. But she knew that was too good to last.

As if in response to her thoquts, a pair of street
thugs emer%ed from the shadows. They looked like re-
jects from The Warriors or a Street Fighter arcade game,
one ofthem done up like a B-movie Indian with Mo-
hawk, face paint, and feathers, the other in a battered
top hat and tattered tails. o

“The Mohawk carried a hunting knife, whose blade
Ilnted.dullsy inthe low |I%h'[, while the top hat swun? a
ouisville Slugger like a batter approaching the plate.
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“How do, Chicken Little?” said the Mohawk in a
raspmgvmce. “Ready to have some fun?”

What’s the matter?” Kitty asked, crossm? her arms
over her chest. “You guys getlost on the way to aVillage
People tribute?” _

You hear that, Robbo?” the Mohawk said to the top
hat. “Chicken Little thinks she’sacomedian.”

Robbo, the top hat, snickered like a dutiful sidekick
but said nothing.

Kitty sighed, and shook her head. “That doesn’t even
make any sense, %ou know. Chicken Little? Since when
have | worried about the sky falling?” .

f Il“ph,” the Mohawk said, dramatically, “it’s gonna
all.

Kitty rolled her eyes. ‘You need to work on the script
abit, ITthis is the bestyou can do, well, it'sjust embar-
rassmg.” She motioned to the two street thugs. “Come
on, let'sgetthis overwith.” o

As the pair advanced, menacm%\ly, Kitty sized up her
options. Ninjitsu? she wondered. No, she thought with
asmile. Krav maﬂa. . o .

The Mohawk attacked first, swm?mg the hunting
knife down in a wide arm, the blade toward the
ground. Kitty responded instantly with a simultaneous

lock and strike, punching the Mohawk in the throat
with the heel of her palm. rabbmg hold of his wrist
with her other hand. As the Mohawk pulled away, Kltg/
kept her hold on the knife. A brieftug-of-war ensued,
ended quickly with a knee to the Mohawk’s groin. As
he staggered backward, moaning, Kitty sent the knife
flying otfinto the darkness, end over end, finally land-
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ingTwith a clatter some yards away, well out of reach.

“The top hat came next, swmgmg the bat like a club.
Kitty ducked under the swing, knocking his arm aside
with her left elbow, then went in close with a shovel
hook with her right, fist held palm up, elbow tucked
down by her ribs, the force ofmotion coming from her
hlps._The,short-ran?e Runph caught the top hat in the
soft tissuejust beneath the ribcage on his left side, knock-
ing the wind from him. Then, as the top hat reeled, she
swun% around and followed the body shot with a head
shot that caught the top hat in the side ofthe face,

Kitty kicked the bat away as the top hat dropped to
the pavement, just as the Mohawk reﬂamed_hls com-
posure. She sether feet, arms held lightly to either side,
and smiled sweetI?/ at him. “Ready for another go?"

The Mohawk looked at his friend, moaning semi-
conscious on the sidewalk and without another word
turned and ran. .

Kitty shrugged, and started to head up the avenue in
the opposite direction. Logan would have been proud.
She hadn’t even had to use her phasing powers.

“This is too easy,” she said to the empty air. “l was
expecting something a bit tougher.”

Just then, a hulking metal f|?ure rounded the comer
0f 71st Street, blocking her path. It was roughly man-
shaped, but towered over her, taller than the two street
thugs compined. o
: ‘(r)]kay,” Kitty said, whistling appreciatively. “That’
ougher.”

itty’s first thought was that it was some sort of
robot. A bit cliched, perhaps, but more of a credible
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%hreat than the Village People rejects ofa moment be-
ore,

No, she thought, seeing the very human eyes in the
faceplate, high overhead. 1t's a powered combat suit, like
Iron Man on steroids.

Asthe towerm%qflgure_ ofyellow metal approached,
Kitty reco%mzed e design. It was a Mandroid, tech
o_rlglnaIIH eveloped by Tony Stark for SHIELD, but
since fallen into the hands of any number of well-
funded criminal masterminds and megalomaniacs bent
onworld domination. Butwho the suit’s owner might
be was of much less concern to Kitty at the moment
than what its oFerator might be planning.

Qka;r, Kitty thought, dancing backward as the Man-
droid slowly advanced, ifthis model is anything like the ones
| studied, it'l be made ofvanadium steel, with a laser cannon
mounted on its leftarm, apower claw ofsome kind on the right

How well the armaments would be employed, of
course, depended IargeI?/ on the skills of the o%erator
inside, but even a complete novice could be ruthlessly
effective in arig like that.

Kitty phased as the laser cannon sent a gout of co-
herent |I?h'[ right at her, and though the beam passed
harmlessly through her phased molecules, she could
still feel the heat ot its passa?e. |t felt like stepping out of
an air-conditioned plane into ahot desert summer, and
Kitty didn’t like to imagine what the full intensity ofthe
beamwould do to her 1 she weren't ﬁhased.

The Mandroid didn’t give her a chance to counter,
but swung the power claw at her in avicious arc. Kitty
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remained phased, nonchalantly waiting for the arm to
pass through her. Butjust as the metal ofthe suit’s claw
Pass_ed through her phased molecules, Kitty winced,
eeling as if she’d just been kicked in the héad. Spots
danced in her vision, and the worst migraine she'd felt
in a%es flared up behind her eyes.

“Ouch!” ,

Kltty_stag(\;ered back, suddenly solid.

That is not vanadium stegl, she'thought ruefully. No,
whatever the suit was made of, it was sqmethmﬁ 50
dense that it sat at the outer range of her ability to phase
throughit g

The migraine wasjust beginning to fade, her vision
clearmdg, when Kitty saw the gp_owe_r claw coming back
around for another swipe. Still disoriented, she just
managed to duck, the arm whistling only inches over-
head."[n no rush to feel the sensation of phasing
throth that again, she rushed forward, crouched low,
and slipped between the powerful legs of the combat
suitand out the other side. _

The Mandroid wheeled around as Kitty danced out
ofreach, trying to formulate aplan. She could continue
to phase through its laser bolts indefinitely, but when-
ever the Mandroid closed the distance hetween them
ﬁhedwas going to run the risk of another kick to the

ead.

|"ll'be lucky to handle another one or twophases through that
muck, at best. And that's ifI only have to contend with an arm
or leg. 11 have tophase through the bulk ofthe sut, 1°ll prob-
ably end up unconscious on theground in seconds. _

eronly hope was to knock the suit out ofcommis-
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sion with her next phase. Unless she was extraordinar-
ily unlucky, the electronics driving the Mandroid
would be vulnerable to her ahility to disrupt any elec-
trical system she phased through. Her phased mole-
cules acted like aminiature, localized electromagnetic
pulse, and ifshe could get a hand into the suit’s power
source, she could immobilize it.

The problem was that the suit’s power source was
bound to be in some protected area, Somewhere inside
the chest carapace, and she was likely to have only one
shot at this. _ .

Sure, she thought lips pursed. A piece ofcake.
Kitty tried to think back and remember the schemat:
ics she'd studied. The models the X-Men faced years
ago had been Stark Industries Mark I and Mark Il Man-
droids. The one she was facing now was adifferent de-
sign entirely, but seemed to be built on the same basic
principles. _ _

Engineers usually don't reinvent the wheel. 15 easier to
evolve a designfrom one model to the next. That’swhy carsal-
most always have thelrenﬂlne in thefrontand the trunk in the
back. | fa design works, why chanﬁ it? So ifthis one is built on
the same lines as the earlier model Mandroids, itspower supply
isprobably in the sameplace. Right? _

Unless, of course, Kitty realized with a grimace, the
engineer had decided to get creative. There was always
the chance that this was the Volkswagen Beetle of Man-
droids, with its power supply squirreled away some-
where screwy, and nothing but a roomy storage space
where the power supply logically should be.

Sowhich was it? Simply this year’smodel, or anew
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design entirely? Ifthe former, Kitty’s play would work.
|fthe latter, well. ..

| hope myfriends remember mefondly. _

Kitty crouched low, and waited until the Mandroid
|lunged at her. At the last possible moment she leapt into
the air, legs out to either side, and planted her hands
palms down on the Mandroid’s forearm, using it like a
Bommel horse and gomﬁ into a handstand. Kitty

reathed a silent prayer as the Mandroid respondedjust
as expected, swinging its claw upward. Kitty folded her
arms for a briefinstant, like springs soaking up kinetic
ener%y, and then pushed off, letting the combined mo-
mentum carry her uEward,_domg a tuck and roll in
midair thatwould make Stevie Hunter proud and land-
ing %racelessly on the Mandroid’s broad shoulders.

“Here goes nothing,” Kitty said, and thrust her
phased arm straight down into the back of the Man-
droid carapace.

With asputtermg sound and a sudden smell ofozone
tigetMandrmd shuddered once and then went still as a
statue.

Ablindin%headache lancing through her skull, Kitt
was barely able to remain phased Ion(% enough to pu
her arm back out of the Mandroid betore gomgi solid,
and then slipping unceremoniously down to the
ground. She managed to keep her feetbeneath her,just

arely, and rubbed the bridge of her nose, waiting for
the spots in front of her e}/es to fade and the ice pick in
her frontal lobe to dissipate, _

“Ouch,”Kitty said, rubbing her temples. “I'm not in
ahurry to try that again.”
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The only answer was a deep, reverberating thud.
Then another, and another, and another. Sounding like
footsteps, but impossibly loud, and 8ett|n% louder.

Kitty turned, and looked up 70th Street toward
Madison Avenue. . o

Atrio of Sentinels were emerging from the direction
of Central Park Purple and gray human-shaped rohots,
designed to hunt and eradicate the “mutant menace,”
stood a dozen stories tall, yellow eKes glaring in their
expressionless faces, arms outstretched menacingly.

From the immobile mouth on the face of the lead
Sentinel issued a strange, inhumanvoice.

~"Mutant, you are advised to surrender orface immediate ter-
mination. This isyour only warning.”

_“Aw, come on, Doug!” Kitty yelled, hands on her
hips. “Are you kidding me? Why notjust toss in Galac-
tus, t0o, and complete the set? _

The Sentinels were less than halfablockawar, their
hands raised, palms forward, v_veaﬁons_no doubt trained
on Kitty and ready to extinguish her life.

Andthen everythingwas gone.

Al of it, the city, the street, the buildings, the Sen-
tinels. Only Kitty remained, standing in an immense,
featureless'room of glittering steel. Where the Man-
droid had stood was now an oversized humaniform
practice dummy ofthe same featureless steel as the sur-
roundl_ngbwalls, ceiling, and floor, its holographic cloak
now disabled. _

“Through the window of reinforced transparent alu-
minum, set high on the wall overhead, Kitty could see
the smirking face ofDoug Ramsey in the control room.



X-Men: The Return 19

AW, come on, Pryde. Don't feel up to a little chal-
nge’

itty shook her head and stepped forward, Iiftingi
her foot as though to put it on a step. The fact tha
there was no stairway there, just empt)( air, didn’t stop
her from slowly ascending, air-wa kln?_ gra_duallty
higher, step by step. It was another interesting side ef-
fect ofher phasm? abilities, one that had taken awhile
to get the hang or. She often felt like Wile E. Coyote
from the Road Runner cartoons when air-walking, and
preferred to keep from looking down, for fear that the
sudden discovery that there was nothln% beneath her
Bultempty air might send her falling to the ground far
elow.
~ “Doug, have | ever told you about the first time I was
inthe Danger Room?” o

His voice echoed through the speakers hidden in the
walls around her, but the shake ofhis head was a slight,
understated motion. “No, | don’t think so. Why?"
~“Well, it was just the standard first-timer test, just
like all the New Mutants had to do on their first days—
?resent company excluded. All I had to do was walk

rom one side ofthe room to the other. | don't think Id
ever been so scared in my life, even after being kid-
napped by the Hellfire Club and all ofthat crazy. So |
squeezed my eyes shut andjust put one foot in front of
the other. And’you know what happened?”

Kitty was now only a few steps away from the con-
trol room, her eyes fixed on her destination, and not on
the hard steel floor dozens of feet below.

“No, what?” Doug said.
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“l\_lothing,” Kitty answered with asmile. “ljust kept
walking. 1 didn't éven realize | was phasing through
tentacles, and projectiles, and force beams, and all kinds
ofnastiness Professor Xavier had cooked up.”

Kitty was now in arm’s reach of the control room
window. She stepped through, feellnﬁz the sll%htest
whisper on her exposed skin as her molecules phased
throu%h those of the transparent aluminum,

“OT course,” Kitty added with a m?h, “then | was
knocked unconscious by a psionic bolt, and spent the
next few hours in acoma in someone else’s body while
an alternate version of me from the future ofa\oarallel
time line used mine to try to stop World War 11, but
that’s awhole different story.” o

“Heck” Doug said, leaning back and lacing his fin-

ers behind his head, feet propped up on the Danger

oom’s control panel. “I'd be lucky just to make it
through the frontdoor.” o

“Yeah,” Kitty said, droppmq into the chair beside
him weanIY. “[' guess the ability to translate any lan-
gua?e and talk to computers isn't all that handy when

e '”P-W'th evil mutants or giant robots.”

“I"lNust have to get by on my good looks.” Doug

smiled.
~“Well, ﬁood luck with that.” Kitty punched him
lightly in the arm. “lwouldn’t count oni the next mutant
you meet succumbing to your bO?/ISh charms, thouth.”
“Um, excuse me?” came a cultured voice from e-
hind them. _ _
Kitty looked to see a stunning woman with purple
hair standing in the entrance to the control room. ltwas
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Betsy Braddock former British fashion model, telepath,
and newcomer to the Xavier mansion. ,

“On the other hand,” Kitty said in a low voice,
shooting Dougaslylook — ~ _

“B-Betsy,” ou% said, Jumping awkwardly to his
feet. “What . .. what cari | ... 7" He stopped, and
?Ianced at Kltt¥i nervously. “You didntjust . ..” He
ooked hack to Betsy. “Did you?” o

Betsy regarded Doug foramoment, a slight smile on
her full'lips, and shook her head. “I'm certain | didn't,
whatever it was.” _

“What can we do for you, Betsy, is what the boy
wonder here istrying to say,” Kitty Said dryly.

“Yes, well it appears that someone is waiting at the
front door. Or 5o it would appear on the monitors in
the corridor. 1'd have gone and answered it myself
but...”Aslight blush rose on Betsy’s cheeks. “But to
be perfectly frank I couldn't find my way hack to the
lift, and I|’ye been stuck in this bloody subbasement all
morning!

“Nogproblem,” Kitty said, standin?. “That'll proba-
bly be Scott at the door, and | need to talk to him myself
ariyway.” She strode toward the door, but paused as she
came abreast of Betsy and glanced back at Dou?. “Hey,
Ramsey, why don'tyou give Ms. Braddock a full tour of
the mansion. I'm sure she'd appreciate the attention.”

As Kitty walked out, Dou_g ave Betsy a sheepish
?nn, Iookm%llke akid atamiddle school dance trying
owork UIE the courage to approach aﬂlrl. _

| don't know who toplt% more, Kitty thought, heading
up the corridor toward the elevator. Him or her.



Scott Summers stood at the front door of the Xavier
mansion, scowling, eyes narrowed behind the thick
ruby quartz lenses ofhis glasses. He felt uncomfortably
like"an outsider, like a door-to-door salesman, not like
someone who'd lived his entire adult life and almost half
his childhood inside these walls. It'd only been a short
time since he'd left, but it already seemeda lifetime ago.

Scott remembered the first time he stood on this
doorstep, the day that Charles Xavier had invited him
to be the first X-Man, and given him the code name
Cyclops. It sometimes felt as though he’d spent his
every waking moment these last years wearing that uni-
form, answermg to that name. And now who was he?
This would be the first time since he was a teenager that
he'd be entering the mansion as anything but the leader
ofthe X-Men. .

S0 he wasn’t an X-Man anymore. What of it? He and
the others, the founders—Hank, Bobby, Warren, and
Jean—they had lives oftheir own these days, and plans
that kept them busy in Manhattan and elsewhere. Scott
tried not to look back, tried to put his past behind him.
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Besides, in a very real sense, the mansion wasn't the
place he remembered. Not anymore.

But when he'd gotten Kitty's call, he knew he
couldn’t refuse. Even though the X-Men weren't his
team anymore, and the mansion not his home, he
would always answerwhen they called.

Sowhy weren't they answerm? the door?

As if in response, the knob turned, and the door
swung open. Kitty Pryde, face flushed and hair in dis-
array, stood on the other side.
| thought it'd be you!” Kitty said, breathless. She
tilted her head to one’side, looKing at him quizzically.
“Why didn't ou(Just come in?” _

Scottjust held up his key, his eyebrow raised. “You
chan%ed the locks?’ _

Kitty smiled, somewhat she((ejplsh]y. “Ah. Well, don't
take it pe[sonally. |t was Tom Corsi’s idea, to cycle all
the security systems once a month. With the number
ofdopFeI(?angers_ and alien shape-shifters and mind-
controlled zombies we get around here, we figured it
couldn’t hurt to try.” _

Scott realized that the long silence that followed sug-
Elested that Kitty was waiting for some kind of response.

e nodded, and when that failed to get the desired re-
action, gestured toward the door. “Can I come in?”
~“Oh,"Kitty said, eyes widening, She stepped to one
?rl]d?,”and added apologetically, “Of course, sorry about
a

“When Scott was through, Kitt% closed the door be-
hind him, then set off across the foyer toward the
headmaster’s office.
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Scott remembered that once upon atime he’d kid-
ded himselfthat Xavier might one day hand the school
down to him, if circumstances ever demanded. But
when the time came, and Xavier chose a successor
Scott wasn't it. Really. if he was honest with himself
that was probably the biggest reason that Scott had left
in the first place. They were someone else’s X-Men
now,

- “Anyway,” Kitty was saying, “like | said on the phone,
Just about everybody is still on their way back from vis-
iting Moira and Sean on Muir Island.” Logan’s some-
where around here, and all ofthe New Mutants are all
out west visiting Danielle Moonstar’s Barents. All ex-
cept Dou% Ramsey, of course, who’s busy foIIow;ng
Betsy Braddock around like a lovesick puppy. It's kin
ofcute, in asickeningly icky sort ofway.”

“You said there was some kind of message?” Scott
said impatiently. - .

“Right, the message,” Kitty said. “It came in when |
was in the shower, and Logan was taking a nap, so the
machine glcked itup.”

‘Anap?” Scott smirked. _

“S0 sue me, Cyke,” Logan said, coming around the
comer, his flannel shirt open to the waist, abeer in one
hand and an unlit cigar in the other. “I gotta get my
beauty sleep, dont 17" .

“Logan,” Scott said simply by way ofﬁreetlng.

Takmgq long slug ofhis beer, Logan shouldered past
Scott and into the headmaster’s office. He collapsed
unceremoniously into the leather swivel chair, prop-
ping his feet up on the desk



X-Men: The Return 25

“Here itis,” Kitty said, and punched the replay but-
ton on the answering machine. _

The voice message was fragmentary, and laced with
static, but the breathless voice was immediately recog-
mﬁable. She was clearly under stress, but not yet pan-
icking. _ .

“Scott? Or . . . it’s Lee. We're here . . . triangle . ..
There’ssome ... UFO ... and these . .. others ...
coming closer .. . Help!!” o

“Lee.” Scott closed his eyes behind his ruby quartz
glasses, his hands curled into fists at his sides.

“Ifigure ‘Lee’ to be Magneto’s old squeeze,” Logan
safl_dt castally. “But I can’t make heads or tails of the rest
0 I 'H

“Scott,” Kitty said, concern written on her features.
“Does that make ,an%_kmd ofsense to you?”

“Yes,” Scott said, s tone grim.

“Well, what does it mean:

‘Yeah, Cyke, spill it.” _ ,

“Itmeans,” Scott answered, his mouth drawn into a
thin line, “that I need to borrow aplane.”



A short while later, the Blackbird was halfway to
Bermuda. A Lockheed RS-150 modified with Shi‘ar
technology, the X-Men’s ﬁrlvate spy plane was cruising
somewhere around Mach 4, and would reach the wa-
ters ofthe Sargasso Seain Qn!f/a matter of minutes.

Kitty looked out the window at the sapphire blue
waters Tacing far beneath them. Scottwas beside her at
the controls. Behind them, Logan sprawled across two
passenger seats, his cowboy hat tilted forward, almost
completel coverm_g his eyes.

_Logan hadn't said aword since they’d hoarded, and
Kitty was sure he was asleep, but then'he surprised her
by breaking the silence.

“You know, Cyke, you seem awfully hot and hoth-
ered over acall from Magns_’s ex-girl.” Logan reached up
a sm?le finger and tilted his cowboy hat back fraction-
ally, ookln? up under his brows at the hack of Scott’s
head. ‘Am Twrong in thinking maybe the two ofyou
had a little something on the side?” , _

“Logan!” Kitty snapped, wheeling around in her char.

“No,” Scott answered, glancingback at the diminutive
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Canadian. “Logan’s right. Lee and | were... involved.”

Kitty gaped at him. “When?!”

Scott? Two-timing with Magneto'sgirlfriend?!

Kitty'd met Lee Forrester only once or twice, and
only at Ma%n_eto’s side. Lee had alivays seemed abit shy
and standoffish, thqu_(};.h Klt'[% could tell there was real
iron in her. Shed initially thought that she might be
some kind of mutaphobe, but quickly dismissed the
idea. No one with a pathological fear or hatred of mu-
tants could be in a romantic relationship with Magneto.
That would be like awhite supremacist _snugglm? up
with Malcolm X. Still, there was something about the
way Lee carried herselfthat suggested that, while she
might have been the mistress of her domain at sea,
when elbow to elbow with people who shot lasers from
their eyes or had claws that popped out oftheir knuck-
les, she felt alittle out of her depth.

“It was before she ever met MaFneto," Scott ex-
Blalned_, his voice sounding far away. “Itwas shortly after

hoenix died on the moon. | was ... " He paused for a

moment, swallowing hard. “l needed to take some time
away. | roamed around for awhile, and eventually ended
up down in Florida. Joined the crew ofaf_lshlnqboatout
of Shark Bay, and got to know her captain pretty well.”

“And that was Lee?” Kitty asked. , _

“Sole owner and operator,” Scott said, soundin
more than alittle proud. “She’dturned her back on alife
ofease towork for aliving, instead, and I don’t think | ve
ever met a more resourceful, strong woman. Well, we
?Qt to be friends, and then maybe a little more than
riends. One night Lee was washed overboard during a
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freak squall, and | dove in after her. We kept afloat, but
only barely, and then we ended up washing ashore on a
littfe atoll'in the middle ofthe Bermuda Triangle.”
‘And then Mags entered the picture,” Logan said, his
voice low but level, “feah, | remember that day, alright.”
Scott glanced back at Logan, but only nodded. Then
he turned to Kitty and continued. “Magnetojust... he
just raised up this strange, deserted city from the bot-
tom ofthe ocean, a mile offthe shore ofthe atoll, and
used itas his base for awhile, trying to terrorize the na-
tions of the world into recognizing his authority.” He
&a_used, then said, “You remember the city, don’t you,
itty? We stayed their briefly, a few years back.”
_“Oh,” Kitty said s_arcastlcallr, “you mean that strange
alien city in the middle of the ‘Bermuda Triangle. |
thought you were talklngi about some otheralien city.” She
treated Scott to her mostwithering stare. “M¥ mistake.”
Scott smiled slightly, and shrugged. “That’sright, of
course,” he said, apologetically. “You were with™us on
that mission, weren'tyou? I’m sorry, Kitty, | sometimes
forget just how Ion% you've been with us—" Scott
paused, and then added quickly, “With the X-Men, |
mean. | still think ofyou as the new kid,” but you've
been around for years.” , ,
~And there’s alot more ‘new kids," these days,” Kitty
said. “One whole wing ofthe mansion is full ofthem.”
“Heck,” Logan put in, *feels like Roguejust got here
yesterday, but she’s an old campaigner ¥now.
“It must be some strange Inverse of dog years or
something,” Kitty said. “Except that it's not seven for
every one; but the other way around.”
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“Time flies when you're busy saving the world,”
Scott said. .

In the passenger seats behind them, Logan began to
chuckle loudly

“What?” Kitty asked. _ _

“Yes, Logan,” Scott said, glancing back over his
shoulder. “What'sso funny?” = _

You and Mags,” Logan said, still chuckling. “The
same woman took a liking to both ofyou?”

Yeah?”" Scott’s eyes narrowed behind his ruby
quartz ﬂlasses. “What'about it?” _

“Well,” Logan said, pulling the brim ofhis hat down
over his eyes and crossing his arms over his chest,
“there’sjust no accounting Tor taste, now, is there?”

~ Scott was about to answer, his teeth bared, when a
ping from the instrumentation caught Kitty’s attention.
~ "Hey, you guys,” KI'['[Y said, leaning over and study-
ing the digital readout. “I've located the GPS transpon-
derofLee’s Shl?, the Arcadia. It’s anchored about amile
offthe shore o something called Julienne Cay.”

“Gripes,” muttered Logan under his breath.

! ‘kWhat?” Kitty said, looking from Scott to Logan and
ack.

“Remember that atoll | was tellingyou about?” Scott
said, hés hands tightening on the controls. “That'sJuli-
enne Lay. e :

“So that means ... Kitty said, realization dawning.

“That means that Lee’s in that alien city.” _

“Her message said something about ‘others,”™ Kitty
said. “But | thought the city was deserted.”

Behind her, Logan said Simply, “Not anymore.”



They were only minutes away from their destination
when the Blackbird’s proximity alarms went off klaxons

blaram. _ _

~ “What the devil?” Scott glanced at the instrumenta-
tion, and saw the telltales of another craft coming in
fast. He gritted his teeth, tightening his grip on the con-
trols. “Hold on.” . _

Kitty gasped as Scott sent the plane into a tight roll,
veering offto portjust as the other craft shot past them.
And just in case there was any doubt as to the new-
comer’s intentions, tracer fire raked across the nose of
the Blackbird, only narrowly missing puncturmgi(t_he hull,

“We're under attack,” Scott said, unlocking the
Blackbird’s weapons systems. _

“Gee, Cyke,” Logan said with a sneer, “you think?”

“| didn’f get a good look at it, but it must be that
UFO Lee mentioned.” - ,

“I don’t think so, Scott,” Kitty said, holdl_n% asetof
headphones to her ears, working the Blackbird’s com-
munications controls. “I'm monitoring radio frequen-
cies, and I'm pretty sure that bogey is local.”
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To illustrate her point, Kitty reached over and tog-
gled on the plane’s [oudsFeakers.
~...repeat, this is Colonel Alysande Stuart, of Her
Majesty’s Royal Marines, to unidentified craft. You are
entering British airspace without clearance, and should
%j/ou proceed on your present heading you will be shot
own.

“Um,” Kitty said, setting down the headphones, and
turning to Scott. “Correct me if I'm wrong, but isn't
Britain quite abit thatway?” Shejerked her thumb over
her shoulder. ,_

“The Brits used to have an empire the sun never set
on, pun’kin,” Logan said. “Don’t be too surprised they
hung onto one or two bits ofit.”

Scott kept one hand on the controls and used the
otherto setthe headphones on his head, and switch the
microphaone on. S

“This is Scott Summers, PI|O'[Ing private aircraft
X-ray Alpha Victor out of Salem Center, New York,
t())ound for Julienne Cay. This is a rescue operation.

ver.”

A moment’s silence followed.

“Permission to approach denied. Proceed back along
your previous course or you will be shot down.”

Logan growled, rubbing his knuckles, but Kitty
waved him (Imet. _ _

“Onwhatauthority?” Scott demanded, trying to re-
tain his composure, _ _

“On the authority of Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth
I1,” came the answer. “These waters, and airspace, are
part ofthe British Virgin Islands, and as such are under
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the #urisdiction ofthe British Crown. No unauthorized
craft or personnel are germltted_to approach.”

In a voice harely above a whisper, Kitty said, “Just
what are they doing down there, anyway?”

“Askin’ for aworld of hurt,” Logan growled, teeth

bared.

_“Look, Colonel Whatever-your-name is,” Scott said,
his voice raising, “I ve ?Ot friends down there who've
called for help, and I'm Tanding this plane, whether you
like it or not.”

After a momentary pause, the reply came. “Then
you Ieave me no choice. Lieutenant, prépare to ...”

Without warning, the voice on the other end of the
radio broke off _

7Scott looked over at Kitty, confused. “Where'd they

OIH

Kitty checked the radio instrumentation and shook
her head. “They re still there, and we're still receiving.”

I?fun_tly, over'the speakers, they could hear low voices
mutiering. o

“Sounds like somebody had a dissenting opinion,”
Kltt\y/sald. _ _
- “Verywell!” The voice on the radio returned, sound-
ing exasperated. “Private aircraft X-ray Alpha Victor.
You have \oermlssmn to land. Our fighterjet will act as
escort. Follow him on the approach vector. However, if
you deviate from that course, or your peoFIe step one
inch out of line once you're on the ground, I'll order my
men to open fire.” =~ _

: tT_hen the transmission ended, and the radio bled
static.
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aw)e,!l, you heard the lady,” Logan said. “So land al-
ready’
_“Eady?” Kitty said, turning around in her seat. “You
think that was awoman?” o

Logan retracted his claws back into his forearms, and
then reached uB_to tug at one earlobe. “I've got pretty
ggodtbte,gnn’, iddo. That was a woman, no doubt
about it,

“Oh,” Kitty said, turnln%_ back around in her seat,

Scott watched as the British fighter jet approached
on a heading parallel to theirs, the pilot giving him a
thumbs-up. _

“Don’t let that relax you any, thougih,” Logan said
guardedly. °You know aswell as me that a skirt can pull
atriggerjust as easy as anyone else.”



Colonel Alysande Stuart stood on the sandy beach of
the atoll, looking across the waters at the unknown.
Only amile or so ofunbroken sea separated her from
the strange alien city that grew from the calm waters of
the Sargasso like some sort of nightmarish tumor. The
towers ‘and obelisks and other protuberances that
marked the city’s skyline were all of strange anPIes, of
uncomfortabl¥ orgariic shapes and curves, and Alysande
could not shake the sensation that as she was looking at
them, they were looking back. _

_Ashorf distance off, one ofher men was on the radio
with the fighter pilot, quiding the mter_lopm?_a;rcraﬁ
down to anamphibious landing. When it had Tinished,
the fighterwould return to the carrier group, and to the
HMS Valiant, her base of operations, only a few dozen
miles away. |Tcircumstances demanded, Alysande could
have an aerial strike force overhead in a matter of mo-
ments. But what circumstances those might be, she
hadntaclue. _

This isn’t what | 5|ﬂned onfor, she thought, regarding

the alien city. Not by half
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A short distance off, the man in the plain black suit
finished up his conversation with his distant masters,
and shut his satellite phone down. Then, with the same
unctuous smile that had been maddening Alysande all
hmornmg, he made his way back down the beach toward

e,

“Downing Street is quite f)leased with how you've
handled matters so far, Colonel Stuart,” the man said, still
smiling. “I’ll make sure your superiors getafull report.”

‘And what of ourshadowysugenors Mr. Raphael?
What does the RCX have to say about all of this?”
~“Oh, it'sjust Raphael, Colonel,” he said, stopping
just beyond arms reach, his hands tucked casually into
his pants pockets. ‘And I'm obliged to remind you, of
course, that I'm merely a simple servant of the Crown.
Even 1f such an or?_amzatlon as the RCX existed,
there'd be no connection between itand myself”

Alysande pursed her lips, biting back the answer that
sug&e_st_ed itself

I-ight,” she said simply. .

She Understood full well that the rank and file
weren't to know ofthe existence ofthe Resource Con-
trol Executive, but even any knowledge about the shad-
owy agency was on astrictly need-to-know basis, under
the circumstances she herself surely needed to know.

“With any luck, Colonel,” Raphagl went on, “we’ll
have this mess sorted in no time, and you and your men
can (iet back to your little launch, yes?”

_A%sande bristled, holding her hands to?ether be-
hind her back to resist the temptation to throttle the lit-
tle troll, andwith acurt nod, said, “Yes, well...”



36 Chris Roberson

~Asthough the most cutting-edge space plane yet de-
signed, the result of billions of pounds and countless
hours ofeffort on the part ofthe British Rocket Group,
was nothing more than a “little launch.”

|twas dumb luck that led Alysande to be in charge
here, so far from home. She'd just been in the wrong
place at the wrong time, to her way ofthinking.

Colonel Stuarthad been sent to these waters to com-
mand a security detail, resPonsmIe for safeguarding the
launch of an experimenta sPace_craft. The launch was
to have taken place from a floating platform anchored
offthe coast of the tiny island of Tortola, and up until
shortly before dawn that morning, everything had pro-
ceeded exactly _accor,d,lng to plan. ,

Then an unidentified object had appeared on their
radar screens, moving impossibly fast, and touchmﬁ
d_fthn less than a hundred miles away from the launc
site.

"Without hesitation, Alysande had ordered the launch
scrubbed, and immediately notified her superiors
while the boffins in the Brifish Rocket Group shouted
their demands that her orders be contravened and the
launch continue. N

Following her superiors”orders to hold position and
wait for further instruction, Alysande spent the morn-
ing organizing her men intg asearch-and-rescue oper-
ation, should"the need arise. Then, midmorning, a
supersonic jet had boomed out of the east, and set
down on the deck ofAlysande’s command aircraft car-
rier. Besides the pilot, thejet had carried only one pas-
senger, a squat little man, round and balding, wearing a
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black business suit. Wearing completely opaque wrap-
around sun%Iasses, he'd hopped down to the deck, ex-
tended his hand to Alysande, and introduced himself
3|m£Iy as “Raphael.”
_Alysande recognized a spook when she saw gne, as
did most ofher men, who eyed the stranger warily.
Raphael had presented his bona fides to AlySande
when requested, a simple document printed on
Downing Street stationery and bearing the personal
R}Ignature of the prime minister and the head of the
|n|_strY of Defense. However, though his paperwork
practically granted him the latitude to buY ana sell the
whole carrier group at his whim, Raphael had insisted
that he was lpresent in a strictly advisory ca?acn , and
that Colonel Stuart would retain operational authority
inthearea.
That was quickly put to the test, though, a short
while later, as Alysande prepared to order an interloping
aircraft shot out'ofthe sky.

“Then you_ leave me no choice,” Alysande had said,

when the pilot ofthe ﬁrlvate plane had refused to break

away. She turned to the officer at her side, who was in

communication with the fighter pilot. “Lieutenant, pre-
areto...”

: “Colonel Stuart,” Raphael had said in a stage whis-

per. ‘Amoment ofyour time?”

Irritated, but knowing that the little troll had the au-
thority to strip her of command if he so desired,
Alysande had tossed the mlc_roBhone to the lieutenant
and stalked over to the man in black.



38 Chris Roberson

“Colonel .. .” Raphael began, and then tilted his
head to one side. “May | call you Alysande?”

“I'd prefer you didn't,” she answered coolly.

‘Alysande,” he went on with a smile, “ hate to in-
terfere with your duties—and you're doing a superb
job, let me state—but | feel compelled to point out that
the gentleman to whom you've been speaking is not
completely unknown to me.” _ _
i es?| Alysande raised an eyebrow, regarding the it-

e man.

“Which is not to say that | know him personally, of
course,” Raphael continued, “but certain . . . ele-
ments ... of Her Majesty’s government have been
aware ofthe activities of a Mr. Scott Summers, late of
Salem Center, New "York for some time now.”
| t;And what’s this man done that’s ofinterest to your
0 IH

“Well, Alysande, have you ever heard . . . that is to
say"—Raphael looked to either side, almost comically,
as though checking for eavesdroppers—“have you ever
heard of an orgamzatlon calling itself the X-Men’?”

Alysande had merely sneered, an expression of dis-
taste ‘passing quickly across her features like a cloud
drifting over the face ofthe moon. “Mutants.”

Now, a short while later, Alysande stood on the beach,
waiting for this Summers and his companions to arrive,
She was curious to find out what their connection to all
of this business was. So far as Her MajestY’s govern-
ment had heen able to determine in recent hours, no
one had ever sighted this strange alien city before this
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morning. It didn’t appear on anr maps, surveys, or
satellite surveillance photos. For all that, it appeared, at
the outset, to be unspeakably old, or it mightjust aswell
have been built overnight.” What connection the city
had with the impossibly fast fIyln%object of the early
morning hours, no one"could say, but no one doubted
for an instant that a connection existed.

So why was the leader of an international band of
mutants—alternatively thought of as adventurers, he-
roes, or terrorists—flying here, and on this particular
morning? .

‘This"Mr. Summers knew something about all of
this, Alysande was convinced. And in short order, he'd
share what he knew. Or Summers would, in turn,
know Colonel Stuart’s displeasure.



As Scott brought the Blackbird in for an amphibious
landing, Logan tug%ed on a pair of leather gloves and
settled his cowhoy hat on his head. He glanced over at
Kitty, who was perched nervously on the copilot’s seat,
hermaskin herhands. ~ °~ _

“Looks like we're doin’ this one in civvies, darlin’,”
Logan said, checkln? to make sure the three parallel slits
cutinto the backs ot his gloves were lined up. “No rea-
sontogoinmasked” ~ _ _

“Yean, | quess,” Kitty said, a little uneasily, “I still
cling hopefully to the notion ofa ‘secret identity,” you
know. Ifit gets out that a kid from Deerfield is traipSing
around the Atlantic with British marines, it’s going to
geta little difficult to exEIaln to the folks.”

“Don’t worry, kid,” Logan said with a smile. “I've
had to wipe ouf all manner of records and such, cover-
ing our tracks before, and | can do it again, ifneed be.”

Kitty re?lled with a halfhearted grin, and tucked her
mask into the pocket of her bluejacket. _

“l suppose, " she said, shru%%mg. ‘At least my uni-
form passes as street clothes.” She gestured to her blue
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jacket, light blue tights and Iegzgings. “I'm not sure what
street your usual brown-and-tan getup would pass on.”
“Kid,” Logan said, clamping a Cigar butt between his
Leeth, “you obviously ain’t been on all the streets |
ave.”
Scott swiveled the pilot’s chair around, having tog-
gled the hatch open. _
~“Be ready for anything, you two,” Scott said, step-
ning over to the slowly opening hatch. He ware a black
sweater andjeans, his wide red glasses covering halfhis
feice,., “We don’t know what to expect from these peo-
PIE. , : .
“Relax, Cyke,” Logan said, coming to stand beside
him. “Me and the Brits, we got a history. Wewon't have
any trouble atall.” _
The hatch swung all the way open as Kitty came to
stand between them. _
~ “No sudden movements!”barked the marine stand-
ingjust beyond the hatch, the barrel of his automatic
rifle trained on them. Another half-dozen marines were
at his side, their rifles likewise aimed and ready.
“Gee, Logan,” Kitty said with a smirk. “The'way you
ma(|j<e friends, I don know why I should have wor-
red.”

The way Logan saw it, he was on his best behavior.
Scotf and Kitty probably didn’t see it that way, but
the?/ always did tend to overreact. As for the marines?
Well, it was pretty clear what they thought. _
Logan had beén the first to hit the ground, hopping
down from the open hatch.
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“Keep your hands where | can see them!” the young
marine sald. o
p t‘You mean these hands?” Logan answered, raising his
ISts,

“Lo-gan,” Kitty said, an |m%Ior|n tone in her voice.

“No talking,”'the marine barked. “We're to escort
you to the colonel, butweve got orders to open fire if
you refuse to follow our instructions.” _

“Look, bub,” Logan answered, treatln? the soldier to
a humorless smile; “I'l thank you not to wave that
peashooter in my face, ifyou dontmind.”

“Oi!” the marine answered, advancing, jabbing his rifle
only inches from Logan’s nose. “l said button it, you.”

Logan,” Scott said warningly, reaching out to Test a
hand on his shoulder, _

“Just a second, Cyke,” Logan said, and then ex-
ploded into motion. o _
~ With one hand he grabbed the marine’srifle, pulling
it forward, yanking it from the marine’s grip, and then
he brought'his other arm down elbow first, cracking it
into the marine’sneck and sending him sprawling onto
the sand. o o o

The other marines tl%htened their Frl son their ri-
fles, but Logan quickly tossed the rifle to the ground
and raised his hands iri a posture ofsurrender.

“Sorry about that, fellas,” Logan said, smﬂmgi. “Re-
flex, I guess. Something about the way he was talking
gwstt have? set me off. Now, take us to your leader, why

on’tyou?”

Thg marines left standing glanced at one another,
uncertain what to do next.
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“You heard the man,” Kitty said impatiently. “Let’s
00, already.”
Logan glanced over at Scott, who scowled back at

“What?” Logan said innocently. “That was hardly
even a love tap.”

Without further incident, the marines led the three X-
Men to the tent they’d set up as a makeshift command
center. Inside, a statuesque woman in the uniform ofa
marine colonel waited with a short, unpresupposing
manin acheap black suit.

“Colonel Stuart?” said their marine escort, shoul-
?erlng his rifle. “These are the individuals you wanted
0 See.”

Yes, Kes,” the woman said impatiently, waving them
in. “We haven't gotall day.”

Scott moved to stand opposite the colonel, hack
straight as if he had something stuck up his backside,
while Kitty found a folding chair to slump down into.
Logan went over to lean against the tent’s center pole,
his arms crossed IlghtIY OVer his chest,

The colonel took them in at a glance, and then
|looked to the small man in the black suit. “These are the
infamous X-Men?” . o

Logan chuckled. “See, kiddo,” he said to Kitty, “I told
you not toworry about that whole secret identity busi-
Hess. Seems like someone already spoiled it for us, any-

OW.”

The colonel turned, and narrowed her gaze at

Logan.
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“So you'd be the Canadian operative Mr. Raphael

was telling me about, then?” _
“Coula’be,” Logan said, fishing a toothpick out of

his shirt pocket and cIenchmP_lt between his teeth.

“Depends on who Mr. Raphaelis, | suppose.”

“Ah, that would be me,” said the man in the black
suit, his voice as oily as the little hair he had left. “But
it’sjust Raphael, if you please.” He stepped forward,
and extended a hand toward Logan. o

Logan looked at the man’s hand before him like it
was a dead fish, his only movement to shift the tooth-
pick from one side ofhis mouth to the other,

“Erm,” Raphael said uneasily, trying to shift his at-
tention to Scott, but Summers had his attention fixed
on the colonel. Raphael then looked helplessly over at
sz,whowstshruggedmrequnse. “Yes,well. . He
backed away, stuffing his hands into his pants’ Pockets.

rlor his part, Logan was busy eyeing the colonel, as
well,

She’ a hig one, and no doubt, he thought appreciatively.
She'sgot to be as tall as Petey, ifshe’san inch. _

Logan doubted she could turn into organic steel like
Peter asRutm, but she was an |mﬁosmg fiqure, none-
theless. She hadn’t moved since t e}é’d walked in, her
hands clasped at the small ofher back but Logan could
tell by the way she stood that she was a trained fighter.
She’d be something to see in a scrape, he was sure.

“In the interests of avoiding an international inci-
dent,” the colonel now said, fixing the three X-Men
with a hard stare, “I've been dissuaded from shooting
you on the spot. But I'd very much like to know what a
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group ofinternationally infamous mutants are doing vi-
olating British airspace, and if | don't get the answers
I'm after in short order, I might reconsider that deci-
sion.

“You know,"Kitty said, sitting forward in her folding
chair, “I'm not sure | like the way she said ‘mutant.”
She glanced at Lo?an,who nodded. _

“There’s lots oThigots all over, kid,” Logan said.

The colonel stiffened, lips curled, and” Logan was

glad to see that he’d gotten a reaction. So she wasn't
made out of stone, after all. _
. “ll have you know that | don't have ab;?oted bone
in my hody,” the colonel said hotly. ‘And iTyou don't
believe me, I think you can askyour friend Mr. Cassidy,
and he can setyou Tight.”

“Sean?” Scott said, taken aback.

“Yes,” the colonel said. “Without going into unnec-
essary details™—she ?Ianced over at the man called
Raphael—“suffice it to say that there was a point at
which I might have broughtyour ‘Banshee’to account
foranumber of... legal questions ... that plagued him,
and | chose instead to put him at his liberty, Which is
not to say that there wasn't unfounded Pre{udlce against
mutants involved in the incident, but that | was on the
opposite side ofthat unfortunate line.”

‘\7(eah, maybe,” Kitty said, “hut when was that? Years
a OI”

The colanel’s expression seemed to soften, but only
for the briefest moment. ‘Years, and more.”

“Well, what have you done for us lately?” Kitty said,
crossing her arms over her chest. “I've been hearing ru-
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mors about the British rounding up mutant kids and
Pu_ttmg them in special camps. Wouldn't know any-
hln%aboutthat,wouldyou, olonel?””

“Now, see here,” Raphael cut in haughtily. “The
Warpies aren’t mutants, regardless ofwhat you might
have read, and besides, any stories you might have
heard were doubtless horrible, groundless exaggera-
tions.” He ﬁau_sed, and Igrmned making an expansive
?esture with his hands. _Ifanythlng,” he went on, his
one conciliatory, “the British ?overnment has only the
best interests ofthe children at heart.”

“What?!” The colonel wheeled on Raphael, her
mouth open in shock, and Logan could see that what-
ever the two Brits were to each other, they weren't
frygndts. And ifthey were allies, they were uneasy ones,
at best,

Raphael shifted uneasily under the colonel’s hard
?atze. “Colonel, perhaps we might discuss this at a
ater...

~“Mister Raphael,” the colonel said sharply, cutting
him off. “Is it true that the RCX is really rounding up
children?” _ _

“Well,” Raphael said, suddenly the epitome ofcom-
Fosure,_ “the 1ssues aren't nearlyas black-and-white as
heEmlghtsqund.” _ . _

ogan realized that the slightl bumblln%, stuttermP
act to which they’d been treated wasjust that—an act.
This Raphael, whoever he might be, was a cool cus-
tomer, in complete control ofhis reactions. _
~ Before the colonel could do more than fume, Kitty
interrupted.
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“RCX?” she said, sitting up in her chair. She turned
to Logan, then glanced at Scott. “Hey, | e heard Be_ts?]/
talk about these guys. They’re some kind of Britis
spookshow, totally top secret.”

_“Ah,” Raphael said. He took a small notebook from
hisjacket pocket, and scribbled in it briefly with a pen-
cil stub. He looked up under his brows at Kitty. “That
would be Betsy Braddock, would it?”

_“Why?” Kitty said, Jumpmg{ to her feet. “You plan-
ning on putting her in‘acamp, t00?” .

“Hold on, now,” Scott said, placing a hand on Kitty’s
shoulder. _ _

“No, you hold on, Cyke,” Logan said, pushing off
the tent pole and stepgmg forward. “I’'m not too crazy
about the idea of anybody F_ut in a camp against their
will. I've seen it hefore, just like I 've seen friends turned
into walking skeletons, and worse.” _
~ The colonel looked at Logan, her expression soften-
ing momentarily. “The war ...”

“I've been in more wars than you can count, lady,”
Logtan said, “but don't kid yourselfit only happens’in
wartime,

“Look, everybody,” Ratphael said, raising his hands,
“perhaps we'vé gotten offon the wrong foot here ...”

Logan took a steE forward, adamantium claws
popped out of the backs ofhoth fists

~ “Bub, ifyou've gotawrong foot, 1'd be happy to get
rid of it foryou.”

“Logan!” Scott harked. ,

Before Logan could respond, a marine appeared at
the open flap ofthe tent.
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“Colonel Stuart,” he said, snapping offa crisp salute.

“| think there’s something out here you should see.”
The colonel treated Raphael to a Cold glance, then
turned to follow the marine out onto the beach.

Scott didn’t waste amoment, but followed close on
the colonel’s hegls, _

Kitty hopped up and followed them, (LI_ancmg back
over her shoulder. “If you're going to kill that quy,
Logan, hurry up and giet it overwith.”

IS gaze on her retreating back Raphael chuckled,
but the' laughter stopped when he turned and saw
Logan’s hard expression. _

She wasjoking?” Raphael said, and Logan thought
he might see genuine fear somewhere behind the
spook’s carefully cultivated facade. “Right?”

Logan glowered at the man in black for a long mo-
ment. “Another time, bub.”

The claws retracting back into his forearms, he
turned and followed the others out ofthe tent, leaving
Raphael alone.



The marines were spread out in defensive Fosm_ons up
and down the beach, looking toward the alien city, un-
sure whether to shoot or start ,runnm?, and waiting for
orders one way or the other. Kitty couldn’t blame them.
Her own fight or flight instincts were currently duking
itout in her qut. .

There were a half dozen of the circular platforms,
each about ten or fifteen feet across, skimming over the
water toward them. _

_ That they were moving without any noise, or any
visible means ofﬁropulswn Or support, came as no par-
ticular shock to W;y. She'd seen more amazing things
than that in the last few years. Heck, her best friends in-
cluded aguy who could turn into solid metal and a girl
whose skin could absorb memories and abilities on
contact. N

~ What was surprising, thou%h, was to see what was
r|d||3ng oln the platforms. Or rather, who.

eople. , _

Just that. Not big bug-eyed monsters, or sentient ro-

bots, or humanoids with Teathers instead of hair, not
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squishy piles of goo, or colonies of space whales, or
glantmsectthm?s.Just people. | ,

Sure, each of them had precisely as much hair on
their heads as Professor X—which was to say, none at
all—but that could be chalked up to simplé fashion.
Faulty genetics, atbest. But aside from that minor char-
acteristic, not a one ofthem would be unable to walk
through the Salem Center mall without drawing com-
mentor attention.

Well, their clothing might draw some comment or
attention, Kitty supposed. The bright colors and oddly
geometric patterns looked more like something out of
an arabesque fantasy than the typical attire of a
Westchester Count?/ shopper, butthen it wasnt so
long ago that shoulder pads and neon colors were all
&he rage, for god’s sake, S0 it wasn't that out of the or-

inary.

0T coursg, thlcaI Westchester County shoppers
didnt arrive at the mall in high-speed UFOs, or skim
through the department stores on big floating plat-
forms, so Kitty had to admit there was still something un-
usual about these peaple.

But still and all, they were peoPIe. .

The nearest of the flxlng platforms stopped just
short ofthe atoll’sbeach, hovering in midair, and Kitty
was able to get a better look. Two men and three
womenwere standing on its featureless surface, each of
them _Iookmgi to be somewhere hetween their mid-
twenties and their mid-thirties, _

The other platforms behind them veered offto ei-
ther side, as though to circle around the small island.
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The lead platform’s five riders regarded everyone on
the beach, silently.

And then ...

Nothing happened. .

Kitty thought she was giomg to scream. The bald
platforim riders were silent; the marines were silent; the
colonel and the b_aldm%gpookwere silent; even Scott
and Logan were silent. Kitty was tempted to shout, but
knew hetter. She’d learned long before that when en-
tering an unknown situation it was far better to keep
your e¥es and ears open and your mouth shut. But
what it everyone else had learned the same lesson?
Would KoquUSt stand around forever, silently looking at
each other _

The colonel motioned to one of her men. When he
drew near, she said in a low voice, “Lieutenant, begin
Basswel and active scans of those humanoids on all

andwidths and frequencies.” _ _
_Before the marine could reply, a voice range out in
Klt%’s head. o

P S0 you use verbal communications? How . . .
quaint.” : L

Kitty winced. The mind-call was easily twice as
“loud™as the ones Professor Xavier used to send out,
From the expressions on everyone around her on the
beach, she could tell she wasn the only one on the re-
ceiving end, either. S

“Please,” blasted the mind-voice again, “allow me a
moment to scan Your Iangua%e centers ...” .

An instant later, one of the bald platform riders
stepped forward, opened his mouth, and addressed
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everTyo_ne on the beach in clear, unaccented English,
“This one bears the name Vox Tertius, servitor
unaugmented clade, of the House Nine-Mirror-
Eclipse, preeminent among the Collective. This one
bears greetings in the name of the Kh'thon, supreme
masters ofEarth.” . .

Okay, Kitty though. So maybe that’s a little surpris-

ing.



Colonel S,tuart_step?ed forward to adaress the strangie
figure calling himselfVox Tertius, but before she could
speak Scott pushed ahead ofher. _

~ “Where are our friends?” he demanded, stabbing a
finger at the platform. “What have you done with Lee
Forrester and her crew?” _ .

“Summers,” the colonel said warningly, in a low
voice, but kept her eyes on Vox Tertius, waiting to see
how he responded.

The figures on the 1plat,form exchanged confused
?Iances, and then Vox Tertius’s eyes widened, and he
burn%d to look back down at Scottand the others on the

each.

“Oh, you refer to the individuals we seized,” he said.

“Yes,” Scott managed through clenched teeth, having
to fight the urge to [ift his ruby quartz glasses and give
these quys the full brunt of one of his OE'[IC blasts.

Get It together, Summers, Scott thought. Logan’s supposed
to e the one with the berserker race, right?Notyou. What Is this
reaction about, a@/vvay? Lee’ in yourpast, isn'tshe? Or she’s
supposed to be. You'rewithJean now, arentyou?
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Scott’s musings were cut short when Vox Tertius
replied, nodding serenely. ,

“The individuals you mention have heen taken in
hand for entering areas restricted to all servitors who do
not bear appropriate proof of their master’s permis-
sions.” Vox paused for amoment, and ?Ianced atone of
his fellows before looking back to Scott. “Do you claim
these individuals asYour own?”

“Listen,” Colonel Stuart said, “I'm here as a repre-
sentatlveofHerI\_/Iag)esty’s.. _ .

“Yes,” Scott said brusquely, interrupting. “They are
ourfriends.” _ ,

‘Ah,” Vox Tertius said, nodding. “Well, itwould ap-
pear that the observance ofprotocols has lapsed some-
what in our absence, but such is to be expected.” He
smiled mdu!FentIy,_as though addressing mishehaving
children. Ti tmg his head to one side, he said, “To
which house and clade do we address ourselves?’

Colonel Stuartand Scott both began to answer at the
same time, but Stuart gave him a hard stare, conspicu-
ﬁusly lowering her hand to the pistol holstered on her

p. . : : -
“Listen, Summers,” she hissed quietly, “this is a po-
tential first-contact scenario, and | am notabout to let it
be handled by amateurs. We'll qetyour people back, but
we’ll do itmyway.” Then, in alotider voice, she turned
and answered \ox Tertius. “I'm afraid that | dont un-
derstand the question. Can you clarify?”

Vox Tertius sighed dramatically. “Which master-
strain doyou serve?”

“Master-strain?” Kitty said.
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When Vox Tertius spoke again, his words were slow
and deliberate, as though he were addressing an animal,
or an imbecile. “To which House of the Kh'thon do
you owe fealty?” .

Colonel Stuart opened her mouth to speak, closed it
again, and then turned to Raphael, who shrugged.

“What the flamin’ heck is a Khthon?” Wolverine
said, voicing the question foremost on Scott’s mind.

Vox Tertius screwed his face up, looking perplexed
and more than a little alarmed. As he stood silently re-
gard_ln those gathered on the beach, one ofthe women

ehind him on the platform stepped forward, lightly
touching his elbow. o

“Vox Tertius,” the woman said in the same unac-
cented English, “the servitors in the city of Dis report
no sign of habitation, and considerable entropic dam-
age to the city’s systems and services. Further, we de-
telct nto Kh'thonic emanations from anywhere on the

anet.”

: Vox Tertius looked from the woman to the people on
the beach, shocked. When he spoke, he addressed her,
but kePt his e)(es on them. “Then this world has been
entrusted solely to the keepm% of servitors?”

The other male platform rider stepped forward, and
pointed a long, slender finger toward Logan. ‘And
clearly, Vox Tertius, some of the servitors are aug-
mented phenotypes, perhaps even Exemplar-class.” -

“This ... " Vox Tertius began, shaking his head. “This
won'tdo atall.” _ ,

~ Without anotherword, he ?aveabrlefsweepmg mo-
tion with his hand, and the platform spun around and
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si)ed back toward the city. The other ﬁlatforms followed
close behind, skirnmingjust above the waves.

“Well,” Kitty said, steppm%forwa_rd and drapm_? an
arm over Scoft’s shoulder. “For a first-contact situa-
tlonf,) | think that could have gone a little better, don't
youlﬂ



Bloody cheek, Alysande Stuart thought, but didn’t allow
herself the luxury of responding. If these so-called
X-Men hadn't interfered, she was convinced she'd
have had this mess sorted by now. Instead, the situation
Was deterloratlngiqulckly. o

,‘t‘gorporall”A ysande barked. “Initiate airborne pur-
suit,

A few yards up the beach, a marine w_earin? abulky
metal pack on his back snapped offa crisp salute, and
turned to two others, each wearing an identical pack.

: “You heard the colonel,” the corporal said. “Up and
a 1eml11

Without another word, the three marines unshipped
their assault rifles, took three running steps toward the
shoreline, and then leapt into the air. Gouts of blue
flame blazed from the metal packs, and the three
marines shot off Lettmg after the retreating platforms.

“What the heck... ?"the American girl named Kitty
said in amazement, _

Clasping her hands behind her back, Alysande
glanced over at the girl. “You'll find that Her Majesty’s
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?overnment IS (1U|te prepared for any eventuality, young
ady, 1fyou could content yourselfwith letting the pro-
fessionals handle this, we'd have matters well in hand in
short order.” _ ,

“You think?” the man called Logan said, and pointed
with the stub of his cigar toward the alien utY. _

As the platforms reached the city itself, having
crossed the mile of open water separating it from the
atoll, a shimmering energy field sprang uE. In the af-
ternoon light it flickered multicolored, like a frenetic
rainbow, _ o

The Jetpack-wear_m%.marme in the lead had very
nearly rfe_alcdhed the city himself, only lengths from the
energy field. o _

“Colonel?” A Tieutenant, in his hands a radio con-
necting him to the airborne marines, looked to
AI;jsande questioningly. ,
~Just then the marine slammed into the energy
field, and was mstantlﬁl_ engulfed in coruscating en-
ergy that danced over his body like lightning trapped
ina bottle. '

“Break away!” Alysande shouted, and spun around
to the lieutenant with the radio. “Order them to break
aw%y, now!” . _ _

he lieutenant immediately beFan relaying the or-
ders over the radio waves in breathless tones, but it was
already too late. . _ _

The second jetpack-wearing marine had already
flown too close, like Icarus brushing too near the sun,
and as he attempted to veer away slammed bodily into
the energy field, and was consumed by the same corns-
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eatin? enerqy as his companion, like an insect caught in
the blue light ofabug zapﬁ_er.
_The third marine, for his part, managed to change
directionjust before reaching the field, and jetted back
toward the atoll at speed.

_ “Damn,” Alysande swore under her breath, hands
tightened into white-knuckled fists,

“Weren't your fault, Colonel,” Logan said, in all sin-
cerity. “There was no way of knowing they’d be able to
throw up a defensive shield that quick.”

“Perhaps,” Alysande said throu%h gritted teeth, “out
my role is to anticipate and account for the unexpected
and | neither request nor desire your permission to fal
in that obllﬁatmn.” . _

Logan shrugged, and blew out of a cloud of cigar
smokehmat hung around his head like a halo. “Suit

ourself.

' “Colonel Stuart,” Scott Summers said hurr%mg 0
her side. Alysande noticed that he’d replaced his Ted
sunglasses with some sort ofyellow wraparound visor,
his e){es faint red glows behind anarrow red lens. “My
Pe_ope have experience dealing with these sorts of
hings, and with all due respect | think your men are
out oftheir depth.”, , _

The third of the ketPack-wearlng Marines was now
landing on the beach, looking shaken.

“We are marings, Mr. Summers,” Alysande snapped
back. “I think you’ll find that, land, sa, or air, we are
well %ramed to handle whatever depths we might en-
counter.”

“Excuse me? Colonel?” Raphael was approaching,
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coming from the direction ofthe helicopter transports
that had carried Alysande and her men to the island. He
carried in his hands a device the size ofaportable com-
puter. “I've HUSt had a peek at the scanner readings your
men did ofthe .. . individuals ... we so recently en-
countered.” - ,

“Yes?” Alysande replied impatiently. “What of it?”

“Well,” Raphael said, tilting his head to one side,
“there’s definitely some strange aspects of their physi-
ology, no doubt about it, which at first quess I'd take to
be I?urg!cal alterations. But in terms of genetics,
well...

The man in the black suit trailed off

“Well, spit it out, man!” Alysande barked. .

“Genetically,” Raphael answered, “they’re nothmg
more unusual than baseline Homo sapiens.” He glance
across the water at the alien city, now safely ensconced
inside its dome ofcoruscatlngener?%. “They're human.”

Well, ofcourse they are, Alysande thought. They looked
human, didn't they? But then she reminded herself that
humans, in her everyday experience, don't typically fly
out of the sky from"parts unknown in |mF033|ny fast
spacecraft, take up residence in previously unknown
nightmarish cities in the middle ofthe Bermuda Trian-
ole, and issue cryPtlc i)ronounceme_nts while riding
atoR levitating metal platforms. Which, taken all to-
getner, suggested there might be something unusual
about them being strictly human, after all.

“Look!” Kitty Shouted, pointing at the sky.

Alysande looked up, shielding her eyes against the
afternoon sun, and saw a glint of silver.
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‘Another craft,” relayed the lieutenantwith the radio
gear, hand to his headphones. “The carrier group re-
ports that it's on an approach vector, traveling at super-
sonic speeds but quickly decelerating.” He listened
carefully, and then added, “Trajectory suggests it just
came in from high orbit.” -

Between one eyeblink and the next, the glint of sil-
ver became a large craft, easily the size ofa troop carrier
helicopter. Without making a sound, it stopped dead in
midair dlrectl¥ over the u?y, just outside the reach of
the defensive force field. Though constructed ofsome
smooth, unmarked metal, its shape was almost organic
in design, looking like an internal organ removed under
dissection, or some microscopic hacterium.
~ Alysande turned to her second in command, stand-
|r}? nearby. “Major! Tell the men that | want all safeties
off, all weapons hot, but that they are to fire only on my
command.” . _ _

“Yes, sir,” the maHor snaﬁped back, taking to his heels
to relaxthe orders down the line. _

“What’s it doing up there, anyway?” Kitty asked,
squinting up at the strangelz/shaped caft. =~

As if In answer, the craft rotated slightly in midair,
Then, as Alysande and the others on”the beach
watched, it began to unfold—that was the only word for
it—to unfold, sections opening up and curling back,
looking more like the petals of a blossoming tlower
than anything man-made. .

Without warning, from the top of the blossoming
vessel, five f|gures emerged. They were all roughly
human-shaped, but while each was as hairless as the
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plaatfgrm riders had been, there the resemblance
ended.

“Blimey,” Alysande swore under her breath.

They were “flying under their own power, for
starters. That was the first thing one noticed. And they
were coming straight for them.

As they drew nearer, more details emer_?ed. All of
them were dressed in strange, metallic formfitting cloth-
ing, but their appearances were anything but uniform.
One had wings; another seemed to be covered in a
sheath of green flame: another seemed to be made en-
tirely ofstone; still another had pointed ears and blue fur,

he lead figure, a massive, heawlx,muscled male
whose skin appeared to be made of highly reflective
metal—organic steel>—hovered in midair above the
atoll, addressing Alysande and the others on the beach.

“l'am Invictus Prime of the Exemplar, augmented
clade, and you are hereby ordered to vacate this area.”

“On what authority?"Alysande shouted back.

The steel-skinned Tigure regarded her coolly before
answering. _

“The Exemplar carry out the will of the Kh'thon
Collective, former occupants and rightful owners ofthe
planet Earth.” _ _

Before Alysande could voice a response, or give or-
ders to her men, Raphael tapped her on the shoulder.
He stuck the scanning device in front ofher face. “Now
that’s interesting,” he said, an unexpectedlyjolly tone to
his voice. “These new blokes? They’re mutantsl”



10

Scott knew the attack was co,mlnq an instant before the
Exemplar exploded into motion. Tt came offlghtln? for
his life on an weekly basis—if not more frequent
since he was ateenager. A life o facing down genocidal
maniacs, alien invaders, evil mutants, and more had
given him an almost preternatural danger sense, allow-
Ing him to anUmPate an opponent’s movements, and to
have a counterattack ready at amoment’s notice.

_In'most instances, thaf meant that Scott was able to
win afight almost before it had begun.

In this instance” it simply meant that he got to stay
alive for another few moments, _

The f|gure_callm? himself Invictus Prime, the sun
%Imtm% off his steel-like skin—so much like Colossus,

cott thought—simply motioned with his hand, and
the five figures hovering in midair behind him rushed
forward like awave breaking on a rocky shore, _

~ Scott didn't hesitate an instant, taﬁpm the side ofhis
visor and widening the aperture ofthe ruby-quartz lens.

His eyes exposed, awide scarlet beam 0f concussive

force lanced from the visor, catching the nearest of the
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Exemplar in her midriff She had wings sprouting from
her back, %ray and leathery like those ofabat, and long
talons on her fingers. N

~Scott didn't waste time waiting to see the effects of
his blast, but swung his head around and sent another
beam lancing toward the male figure wreathed in a
sheath ofgreen flame. The impact ofthe optic blast sent
the Igreen torch tumbling backward, but before Scott
could sight on another target, he was knocked off his
feet by a beam of force that caught him in the chest.
~The wind knocked out of him, he struggled into a
sitting position, and looked up to see the steel-skinned
figure of Invictus Prime regarding him, white energy
dancingatthe corner ofhiseyes. ~

“our blasts are unfocused, your aim undisciplined,”
Invictus Prime said, his tone Raughty. “Shall I demon-
strate proper form?”

Beams ofsolid white light shot from the Exemplar’s
eyes, and Scott managed o roll to one sidejust before
they blasted into the ground where he'd been, kicking
upahu?e cloud ofsand. o _

Scott scrambled to his feet, pa,rr?/mgpwlth an optic
blast of his own that missed Invictus Prime only by
inches, and began looking for cover. He hoped the oth-
ers were faring better than he.

“Quickly now,” Alysande shouted as the last of the
marines raced toward the transport, “Pick up the pace
orwe’ll leave you here with that lot,”

The rotors had already been turmn? on the transport
by the time Alysande had ordered aretreat, her marines
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Iayinﬁ down suppressing fire as they broke offin twos
and threes and raced to the helicopter. Now, as the last
of them climbed aboard, she motioned to the pilot,

who gave a thumbs-up and prepared to take off,
“Discretion here,” Rtha_eI said, as Alzsande
eside him, “being the bet-

strapped into thejump seat
ter part ofvalor? _ _

“We'll be back,” Alysande said, keeping her tone
level, “and with reinforcements, and we’ll see to this
alien incursion, once and for all.” o
“Ifthey are aliens.” Raphael’s tone was suggestive, in-
smuatm?, but Alysande refused to rise to the bait. ‘And
what ofthe X-Men?” . _

Alysande glanced out the helicopter’swindscreen as
the transport lifted offthe ground. Back on the beach
the two groups of mutants were in pitched battle, and
seemed t0 have forgotten all about the humans formerly
among them,

“The X-Men can bloody well look after themselves.”

Logan hadn't forgotten about Alysande and her men.
He had been busy keeping these Exemplarjokers busy
while the marines beat a hasty retreat, and now that
thewtransgortwass e_equ away from the atoll, and
the battle, he allowed himselfa ittle grin, biting down
hard on his cigar.

Now that the bystanders are out of the way, Logan
thought, I can cutloose and have a little bit offun.

_Logan saw that Scottwas busy swappmg,oEtlc blasts
with the big metal guy, and the fIyln% chick and the
green torch had both gone off somewnhere, which left
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the other two for him. Both were female, at least as near
as Logan could tell, and stood on the sandy beach a few
shortyards awaY from Logan’s position.

Orie was built like abrick house—literally. She was
maybe twice Logan’s height, and looked to be made of
grray stone, like living granite. She looked like the

hing’s older sister. _ _

The other was closer to Logan’s height, but lithe,
built like a dancer. She had pointed ears, yellow eyes,
and blue fur, with long bony talons growing from her
fmgebrt{ps, and hopped from’one foot to another like an
acrobat.

Without preamble, the blue acrobat leaped toward
Logan, talons raking the air. _

0gan, with amiimum expenditure ofenergy and
motion, sidestepped the acrobat’s attack grabbing hold
ofone of her forearms and using her own momentum
to swing her around, hurling her through the air,

‘AIIeyoog,” Logan said casually.

“The acrobat, though, yellow exes flashmﬁ, twisted in
midair, and landed e o_rtlesslyon er feetashort distance
away, arms held out slightly to her sides for balance.

_‘He)r],_ darlin’.” Logan smiled at the acrobat, and
raised his hands in front of him. “You showed me
yours. How "bout I show you mine?” ,

From the back of his own fists popped adamantium
claws, each like a tiny, unbreakable sword, capable of
cutting throu?h anK hmP short of adamantium itself

“Degenerate,” the blue acrobat spat, and bared
pointed teeth. “I see now | shouldn’t have gone easy on
youlﬂ
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“Desist, sibling,” the brick said, motioning with a
hand thllé,’SIZG ofa shovel. “Allow me to deal with this
mongrel.

Bgfore Lo?an could react, the brick rushed forward.

Cripes, he thought in the sPllt second allowed him,
how can something so big move sofast?!

And then the brick plowed into him with the speed
and force ofa freight train.

Logan skidded into the sand a few yards away, It
would take a bigger blow than that to break his near in-
vulnerable adamantium-laced bones, but acouple more
hits like that and his healing factor would be working
overtime. o o

“Okay,” he said in a low voice, rising to a crouch,
claws out and ready, “so maybe this won’t be quite as
easy as | thought.”

Scott was on the beach, and the winged woman, the
%_reen torch, and Invictus Prime were convergimg on
im. His optic blasts were nearlysPent, the most recent

beams carrying little more impact than a rose-colored
flashlight. [twould be only amoment or two before his
reserves ofenergy replenished themselves, provided he
lived that long. o _ _

“To think,” Invictus Prime said, looking down his
nose at Scott, “that the once proud Earth has fallen into
the clutching grasp ofsuch & this.”

“Oh, yeah?” came avoice blaring over a loudspeaker.
‘Well... suckit.” _ o

The three Exemplar turned in the direction of the
voice and were caught completely unawares as the nose



68 Chris Roberson

of a Lockheed RS-150 rammed into them at speed,
knockln%them for aloop. o

The Blackbird stopped short, hoverlnﬁ in midairjust
above Scott, the sound dampeners on the engines act-
ing at full capacity, with only awhisper of noise escap-
n

Ing. : » :
“Well?” Kitty Prg{de was visible through the wind-
screen at the controls, her voice reverberating over the
plane’s external loudspeakers. _

“*Suck it"?" Scott asked, climbing to his feet and
dusting offthe legs ofhis Jeans. _

“Okay, so | choked under pressure,” Kitty answered.
“Now, will you guys come on, already? The meter’s
running here.”

Without sparing a glance to see what had become
ofthe Exemplar, Scott leapt up into the open hatch of
the Blackhird. As he maneuvered into the copilot’s
seat, Logan lurched through the hatch behind him
his face and arms crisscrossed with deep cuts and
scraPes. ,

“I'm not usually one for runnin’from a scrape, but |
know when I'm outmatched. So what you waitin’ for,
kiddo?” Logan said impatiently. “Punch it!” _

The hatch swung shut automatically, and Kitty
gripped the controls &s the plane shot up into the after-
noon sky, steadily climbing toward Mach 4.

Invictus Prime hung motionless in midair, watching
the little craft 2|pi:)|ng away toward the horizon. The
rest of his Exemplar cell gathered around him, taking
up their accustomed positions.
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~ “They were more powerful than we had been led to
imagine,” said the winged woman. o

“And more skilled,” said the one with the skin like

grayBgramt_e. _
ut still not a match for us,” said the blue-furred
acrobat, yellow eyes narrowed.

“Perhaps,” said the green torch. “But they were few,
and Iv(\j/e”do not know in what numbers they infest this
world.

“We should have pursued them,” the blue-furred ac-
trrc])bat said angrily. “We could have made shortwork of

em.

“Enough!” The voice of Invictus Prime rang like a
bell. “We have done as ordered. The time will come to
attend to these degenerates. And soon.”
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Once upon a time, Magneto had made this room his
bedchamber. Now, it was a prison cell.

Lee liked it better the old way.

Their captors, it seemed, were none too pleased that
others had taken up residence in the city before their ar-
rival. Before Lee and her crew had been locked away in
this high tower room, the strange hairless beings who'd
captured them had made a show ofremoving every ta-
Pestry and stick of furniture that Magneto had brought
0 these strange, unearthly buildings. From the high,
narrow window of their cell, Lee could even now see
the pillar of smoke rising from the courtyard far below,
\t/\r/]hetre tﬂelr captors had set everything ofMagneto’s to

e torch,

_Lee had stayed in the city aswell, atime or two, first
with Scott, then with Magneto, and then on her own,
after she'dl lost touch with hoth ofthem. Lee had been
fascinated with the city, and with the belln?swho’d orig-
inally built it, sometime in distant prehistory. Based on
the Statuary that covered the city, and the shape and
dimensions of the doors and corridors, she'd had to
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conclude that whatever the original inhabitants of the
Clt¥ had been, they weren't people. At least not by any
definition she was accustomed to using.

But now, all this time later, she found herself back
again, and the prisoner of men and women who,
though hairless, silent, and strange, were nonetheless
inarguably people. . .

ere ‘were six of them locked in the otherwise
emﬂty chamber. Lee and Paolo sat in one comer, while
R{ﬁ Ie, Jose, and Merrick clustered around Frank in an-
other,

Lee didn't have to possess the mutant ability to read
minds to know precisely what Frank and the others
were t_hmkmgl.

This was all Lee’s fault. _

Lee couldn't find itwithin herselfto disagree. It was
her fault. Had she spent so much time rubbm? elbows
with men and women who had the ability to move
mountains with a %Iance that she'd forgotten that she
was just a regular human being? Just a ﬁerson, with
only the strengths—and weaknesses—tnat entailed.

Lee had been watching their captors carefully
though, both when they were captured in the courtyard
and when they were escorted here to their makeshift
cell, and Lee susRected that they, too, shared all those
same strengths. And, more to the point, all the same
Wweaknesses. _

She tried to outline her plans for escape to the oth-
ers, but they were havm%none_oflt. _

“Look Cap™n,” Frank had said, managln%to turn the
syllables of the title into a curse, “we got this far fol-
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lowin’ your suggestions, so maﬁbe you’ll excuse us if
we don’t hurry up and listen to the next brilliant idea to
fall out ofyour head, m’kay?” _

And that was that. Frank had sulked back to his cor-
ner, his little coterie ofcrewmen gathered tight around
him, and fell to whispering plans of their own. Paolo,
for his part, had just propped his chin on his hands,
looking older and more tired than Lee had ever seen
him. At one point, Frank raised his voice just loud
enough and lon enouPh for Lee to hear the word rifle,
and beside her Paolo blanched, averting his qaze. _

She knew the old man blamed himselftor Iettln%
their captors get hold of their onIY weapon, but wha
choice had he had? One of the bald UFO people had
pulled some sort of crystal rod out of his pocket,
Pomted it at the rifle, and the next thlnP anyone knew
he shark gun had gone white hot. Paolo’s hands were
still blistered and burned from the heat of it, but Frank
and his cronies hardly cared about that. Like Leg, Paolo
made for aconvenient scape?oat, atarget toward which
they could pour their anxieties and fear, redirected as
aggression and blame. .

” ﬂhen, suddenly, they had another target, if only
riefly.

Thye door to the chamber slid open, with awhisper
ofstone upon stone. The mechanism responsible com-
pletely eluded Lee, as it had in all her Prevmus Visits.
One moment the door was closed, and the wall looked
unbroken and smooth; the next moment part of the
stone had collapsed hack into itself, revealing an open
doorway.
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~ Aslim, hairless fiqure stood in the ogenm , regard-
ing them serenely. He looked to be anout thirty, but
there was something about his eyes that su([;gested afar
greater age. He was dressed in a loose-fitting robe of

eei) purple, with scarlet bands around his wrists and
ankles, his feet and hands bare. In his hand, he held a
crystal rod that was all too familiar.

Wardlessly, the figure advanced into the room,
seemm? more to glide across the floor than walk so
?racefu were his motions, As he approached, another
Iqure was revealed behind him, staying in the corridor
beyond the doorway. It appeared to be awoman, but
Lee couldn't be sure; with large eyes in a round, wide
face, no ears, and only two slits for'a nose, the figure re-
garded them with an unreadable expression.

“Get 'Im!" Frank Yelled, without warning, and
Ifaunched himselfinto the air and at the purple-robed
igure.

g“\/\_/alt!” Lee shouted. _ _

'With a somewhat disinterested air, the robed figure
raised the crystal rod fractionally, pointing its end at
Frank Butwhile the movementwas slight, the results
were dramatic. _

Blinding white Ilgh_t leapt from the rod’s tip, and
Frank was sent tumbling head over heels, slamming
into the far wall with a'thud. He slid down to the
ground, alive but only semiconscious, moaning softly.

“This one requires to know which of you is the
tIeader,” the robed figure said, speaking in Soft, gentle
ongs.

Richie, Jose, and Merrick looked at Frank, moaning
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insiznsate against the far wall, then turned to look back
at Lee.

‘She began to rise, but Paolo spoke up first. “l am,” he
said, clim mr[J unsteadllklto his feet. “What of it?”

Lee wasn 't sure whether to exRect some kind of “|
am Spartacus” moment, but the other crewmen averted
their eyes and stayed resolutely on the (irou_nd, S0 it
looked like the competition would be pretty |I%ht..

“No,” Lee said, cllmblnﬁ to her feet and laying a
hand on Paolo’s shoulder. “I'm the captain.” _

Lee stepped forward, planting her hands on her hips,
and narrowed her eyes at the robed flgure.

“You are the leader, then?” he asked serenely.

“Yes. I'm responsible for bringing these men here.”
She planted her hands on her hips. “Now, just what do
you wantwith us? Who are You people, anyway?”

_“Please excuse this one,” the robed figure said, bob-
bing his bald head sllghtl){_. “This one had only now
been instilled with the ability to communicate in your
ton%ue, and some ofyour conceptual structures are still
pro Ien;atlc.” He paused, and then added, “People, did
you say?” :

Leeraised an eyebrow. “Right. Who are Xou?” _

“Ah,”the robed flgure said. °T am Vox Septimus, servi-
tor unaugmented clade, of the House Nine-Mirror-
Eclipse, Breemmentamong the Collective.” In response
to Lee’shlank stare, he added, “Merely ahumble servant
ofthe masters of Earth, the Kh'thon.”

“The who, now?" Paolo asked, stepping forward to
stand beside Lee.

“The Kh'thon, ofcourse,” the man named Vox Sep-
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timus said, as though it were the simplest thing_in the
world. “The Kh'thon were the original sentient inhab-
itants ofthis planet, though there is some debate among
their servitors whether they originated here or on some
otherwaorld or plane. This city, called Dis, was once one
oftheir strongholds.” .

k“%o you're one ofthese Kh'thon things, then?” Lee
asked.

Vox Septimus’s eyes opened wide, and he let out a
short, loud bark oflaughter. “This ane? Oh, gracious no.
This one is simply one such as you, an unaugmented
servitor, descendant of those first raised up from
aKrR(mg the other animals to serve the needs of the

2. OnIH

“Where in the what now?” Paolo said, brows knitted.

“The distant ancestors ofus all were Subsentient or-
?amsms native to this biogphere,” Vox Se}?tlmus con-
inued. “As they had need for such, the Kh'thon altered
the genetics ofa strain of subsentients, creating the first
servitors. This one, and you as well, are made in that
same phenotype.” o

Lee opened her mouth, then closed it again. She
thought she understood what the strange man was say-
ing, but ifshe did, she didn't like it

“The Khthon are, of course, near immortal,” Vox
Septimus went on, “and aeons ago a contingent of
them grew weary oftheir perhaps too comfortable ex-
istence on Earth, and decided to explore the distant
reaches of the galaxy. Dozens ofmillennia passed, and
at long last those Kh'thon explorers have decided to
return home, to rejoin their earthbound brethren.
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The dJourney has been an?, but at last they have ar-
rived. However, in the intervening millennia, it ap-
pears that the Kh'thon who remained on Earth have
departed for other worlds themselves, or for other
planes of existence, or perhaps mlﬁrated on to some
more advanced form of bemdg. Whatever the reason
for their departure, they evidently left their servants
behind, who have since multiplied uncontrollably, and
now run ramP_ant overthe planet”

No, that clinched it. Lee knew she didn't like what
the strange man was saying.

“But as thou?,h matters were not already bad
enough,”\ox Septimus continued, “it now apP_ears that
some of these errant servitors have been triggered,
without the control ofa Kh'thon master.” _

Lg%"regarded him through narrowed eyes. “Trig-
gered: : : o

“Yes,” VVox Septimus said, growing impatient. “The
randomizing element in their ﬁenome activated, sec-
ondary and tertlarg mutagenic characteristics allowed to
come to the fore. Some are even ... Exemplar class.” An
expression ofextreme distaste twisted his |IR, as though
he'd {ust smelled something horrible. “To think ofaug-
mented servitors, running rampant.” He shook all over,
like someone had H]”St walked over his grave. “It is
anathema, the height ofblasphemy.”

Lee shook her head slowly. _

“I don’t buy any ofthis,” she said, keeping her tone
level. “I can’t accept that humanity 1s little more than
straz pets for inhuman aliens who moved out hundreds
ofthousands ofyears ago.”
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Vox Septimus shrugged. “Your opinions on the mat-
ter are 0fno special importance. It is the truth.”
Lee thought for a moment. “So what do you want

with usa\rwag/?”, _ o

‘Ah,” Vox Septimus said, nodding slightly. “Yes. It
has been given to this one and another™—he gestured
to the large-eyed, earless woman still standing in the
corridor beyond the doorway—"to discover how best
to communicate to the currént inhabitants of Earth a
simple messa%e.” _

Lee glanced at Paolo, who cast back aworried look.

“What sort 0fmessage?” Lee asked.

“Only this,” Vox S_e‘otlmus said. “That the Kh'thon
have returned, and will now put their home in order.”
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Elizabeth Braddock wasn't at all sure what she'd gotten
herselfinto. It had been only a few days since she'd ac-
cepted the invitation to come and live at the Xavier
mansion, and while everKone had welcomed her with
open arms, she couldn't _eIP_ but feel like an outsicler.

She’d accepted the invitation, in large part, because
she didn't have anywhere else to turn. Betsy had P]os-
sessed her psi talents for years, and even though she’d
put them to use a time or two in the service of queen
and country, she still felt like a novice. She had tremen-
dous potential—or so she'd been told—hut so far, Betsy
herselfhad seen precious little evidence ofit.

Betsy knew she was no hero, as much as she'd tried.
Her brother, Brian? Now, he was a hero. True blue and
courageous, no question about it. But for all her ability
to peer into the minds of others, to peek momentarily
into the future, Betsy had ended up too often avictin,
someone to be rescuied by others.

Most recently, she was rescued by students of the
Xavier school. _

|t had been a year since Betsy was taken by the ex-
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tradimensional slavemaster known only as Mof|]o and
forced to cavort for his Pleasure. Brian had searched for
her for the better part ofayear, and then managed to get
himself captured, in the” process, In the end, Doug
Ramsey and a handful of other Xavier students ha
managed to rescue Betsy and her brother.

What little remained ofher old life back in England
had crumbled to dust in the long months she’d been
away, and Betsy found herselfwith no compelling rea-
son"to return. When she'd been invited to come and
live at the Xavier mansion, to study with the X-Men
and learn how better to use her powers to protect her-
selfand help others, she'djumped at the task She'd had
visions of studies, and exercises, and careful training.
Things like that Danger Room down in the sublevels
where she'd watched Kitty Pryde fight gangsters and
giant holographic robots that morning.

What she hadn’t foreseen, however, was that before
she'd even unpacked her bags, she'd be sitting with the
world-hopping X-Men in the tastefully appointed li-
bragy, hearing the details ofan alien encounter.

cott Summers, Kitty Pryde, and Logan had left the
mansion in a rush only a few hours before, flying off
over the waters of Breakstone Lake in their sleek jet-
bIacksPypIane. Now, they were back, more than a little
worse Tor wear, with an unbelievable story to share.

“Unglaublich!” said the blue-skinned man named
Kurt Wagner, code name Nightcrawler, who perched
on the arm of the couch, his prehensile tail Swaying
slightly behind him like a charmed snake.

You took the words right outta my mouth, sugah,”
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said the woman known only as Ro%ue. She ran agloved
hand through her white-streaked hair.

Kitty was curled up in a big readn%? chair, her legs
folded under her, a steaming cup ofcoffee in her hands.
Logan was stretched out on'the couch, his feet propped
up on a low coffee table—which to Betsy’s untrained
eye looked to be a priceless antique, its value no doubt
only slightly decreased by the scuff marks of Logan’s
sand-crusted hoots. Scoft, for his Part, paced impa-
tiently back and forth in front ofthe tireplace, his hands
behind hisback. o

“Enough ofthisjawin’ already,” Loqan said, taking a
deep sip from his bottled beer. “The only reason to turn
tail and run was to come back for reinforcements, and
now that everybody’s back from Scotland we oughta
load up and head hack there, already.” _

Scott opened his mouth to say something, but
quickly shut it and continued his pacing.

BetSy had no desire to read anyone’s mind without
their permission, unless circumstances truly demanded,
butwhatever was gom%throu%h Scott’s head was so in-
tense that stra¥ thoughts bled off him like heat off a
stove. Without even trylnq to peer into Scott’s con-
sclousness, Betsy knew that he was tempted to dojust
as Logan su%ges ed, but that long years oftrainingand
experience demanded that he have a more complete
picture ofthe situation before chargln? in half-cocked.

_ Even after ayear as a mind-slave ofan extradimen-
sional |m_Eresar|o_, Betsy feltmore than alittle out of her
depth with all this discussion ofaliens.

“Isn’t it possible,” she said, raising her hand tenta-
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tively, like the new kid in class asking the teacher aques-
tion, “that this all mightn’t be some kind ofmisunder-
standing? Couldn’t we just reason with these aliens?”
“We got a mighty good taste of the aliens’ reasoning
style, darlin’,” Lo?an. said with a sneer. “It seems to
come atthe end otafist, and Eunctuated by death rays.
So really, thanks, but no thanks.”
~ “Look,” Kitty said, putting her coffee cup downona
side table and svyln%mg her feet to the floor. “I think
everyone is missing the point here. These arent aliens.
They’re Homo saﬂlens sapiens and Homo sapiens superior.”
“What about these. .. Kh'thon?” Rogue asked.
“Whatever the flippin” heck they are.” Logan finished
offthe last ofhis beer, and tossed the empty bottle into
the comer. o _
Scott stogped his pacing, and regarded the others, his
expression nard. “Focus, people. We've got a problem,
andwe need asolution.”
~“The problem being Captain Forrester and her crew,
nichtwa.hr?” Kurt rubbed his chinwith one ofhis over-
size fingers, and Betsy tried hard not to stare. As many
odd creatures and beings as she'd dealt with in recent
years, she still found it difficult to get used to six fingers,
Six toes, a prehensile tail, and blue fur. .
Which, come to that, reminded her of something.
“Um, ifyou dont mind?” Betsy raised her hand
again, and Scott and the others turned to her. “From
Your de_santlon_ofthese ... Exemplar, it sounds as if
he% might be a little ... familiar?” _
eside her on the couch, Logan narrowed his eyes,
but nodded slightly.
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“Like familiar, how, sugah?”

“Well, Rogue,” Betsy said, and placed her hands on
her knees. “It’s alittle untoward and out ofthe ordinary,
I know, but if Scott, Kitty, and Loganwouldn’t mind, |
could show everyone what | mean by sharing their
memories ofthe Exemplars telepathically.”

Kitty merely shrugiged. “Sure, take whatever you
need.” Betsy could tell that she had been around
%ﬁlepaths foralong time, and had never learned to fear

em.

“Okay, Bets,” Logan said %uardedly “but don't touch
anything else In there, or else | mlght just forget mz
manners.” Loggn, too, clearly had long éxperience wit
telepaths, but Betsy could see that his experiences had
perhaps not all been as positive as Kitty's. ,

Scottwas the most reluctant to accede to her idea. A
Iong silence ensued. “Okay,” he said at length, “but
make it quick.” _

Betsy nodded, a small, almost notional gesture, and
closed Ner eyes. She reached outwith her mind, look-
ing for the minds ofthe others. ,

_ Kitty was easy to find. Her mind flared like a search-
light in the night, bright and optimistic. Shed seen
darkness, that much was clear, but hadn't let it over-
whelm her. Betsy found the memories of the day scat-
tered haphazardIYthrough Kitty's thoughts.

~ Betsy took only what she needed, sensory informa-
tion specifically, and primarily the visual record. She
brushed asice the Imglerm fears and anxieties about the
day, Kitty's emotional andintellectual responses to the
sifuation, her impressions of the tall British soldier
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Colonel Stuart, even residual bleed-over ofKitty’s feel-
ings about and toward her companions, Logan and
Scott. Betsy couldn’t help noticing the way that Kitty
looked at both men as older brothers, or s avuncular
figures, even while she was aware that they were in
many respects polar opposites. Each had served as adif-
ferent kind ofrole model for Kitty since she first came
to join the X-Men. Whenever Kitty faced danger, an
unconscious dpart of her always seemed to ask “What
would Scott do?”, and then “What would Logan do?”
and then puzzled outwhich ofthe responses best suited
the situation. _ _
Drawing back gracefully from her briefcommunion
with Kitty’s thoughts, Bétsy turned her attention to
Logan. While Klttﬁ’s,memo,rles had been scattered and
haphazard, though intermingled with other impres-
sions and recollections, the far-reaching skein ofasso-
ciative memory, Logan’s thoughts were quite different,
Here, it was [ike looking at an animal In a cage. But
what surprised Betsy was not the animal, which one
might have expected in the mind of such a fierce war-
rior, but the cage itself It was an incredibly complex
and sophisticated it of mental architecture, and sug-
gested a mind of considerable dimension and disci-
pline. At first glance, Betsy was sure that this was a
structure imposed on the man by someone else, per-
haps theX-Men’s founder and mentor, Charles Xavier,
But on closer examination, itwas apparent that, instead
this was a self-imposed structure. Through carefu
study, meditation, and self-examination, Logan had
learned to keep his thoughts under careful control.
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Which wasn't to say that the cage door couldn’t be
opened, on occasion, and the animal within allowed to
run free. But when it did, it was Logan himselfwho
opened that door, and closed it again when the need
arose. BetsY shuddered to think what reserves of self-
control that must require. .

Betsy found Logan’s memories ofthe day set in front
ofthe cage door, wrapped up like a present, waiting for
her. She was neither nvited nor welcome to view anX-
thing else of Logan’s mind. Gratefully, she accepted the
memories, and withdrew. o .

Scottwas next. In one sense, his mind was precisely as
Betsy might have expected. The mental and emational
|andscape ofacomplex man in the prime oflife, with the
fears and hopes, loves and hatreds of someone who has
spent a lifetime in the service of others. What was sur-
PHSIH% however, was the tendril that ran from Scott’s
houghts out into the ether, like a golden thread, unseen
by any but atelepath allowed abriefand privileged view
into Nis mind. Where the thread went, and to what it
connected Scott, Betsy couldn’t say, but she didn't have
time to contemplate further, She found Scott’s memories
of the day. After dusting off Scott’s anxieties about the
safety ofthe caFtured crew, and his confusion over his
unreSolved feelings for Lee Forrester himself, Betsy
folded the memories close to her, and withdrew.

For the briefest instant, she held the three sets of
memory impressions in front ofher, there on the astral
plane—Kitty’s, bright and hopeful, Logan’s, strictly or-
dered and Structured, and Scott’s, sincere and con-
flicted. Then she pressed the three sets together, until
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only one remained. With ajudicious hit ofedltm?, she
was able to shear away personal associations, emotional
undercurrents, subcanscious references, or any other
mental or emotional haggage, leaving only the visual
and auditory record. Then She patched over any dis-
continuities, and eliminated redundancies, until she
was left with what amounted to little more than a
psionic video recording.

Then she opened her eyes. Only a scant few seconds
had passed. _

h“\{\é,e,ll?" Rogue said. “You gonna get started, or
what’

‘Already did, and done.” Betsy gave a slight smile.
“Now, I'll'share with the rest ofyou, and perhaps you
will see what | mean.” _

With a tiny telepathic “push,” Betsy sent the little
Phsmmc recording she’d edited together to everyone in

e room,

“That’s them,” Logan said simply, as everyone gotan
uP-cIose, fperhaps impersonal, ook at the Tive Exem-

ar

~ Across the room, Betsy saw Scott’s hands tighten
into fists at his side, and could feel the waves ofaggres-
sion and anxiety rolllng offhim,

“Now,” Betsy said, “does any_thmg about these peo-
ple seem in the slightest... familiar?”

They looked at the woman with the blue fur and yel-
low eyes, the optic blasts shot by the leader, and the
leader’s own steel-like skin. _

Atjust that moment, the tall Russian named Peter
Rasputin ran into the room, eyes wide.
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“What’s the matter, mein Freund?” Kurt Wagner said,
aconcerned expression on his dark-blue features,

“We'vejust received acall from Dr. Corbeau,” Peter
answered gnm;le(. _

“Oh, no!” Kitty leaned forward, her hand .flym to
ﬂeg”mouth. “He’s not down there near that island, is

¥

From Kitty’s thoughts, BetsK caught the image ofa
stolid, resourceful man at the wheel ofayacht, deep in-
teIh&ence lintingin hiseyes. _

“No,” Peter answered, shaking his head. “He’s still
on Starcore. His people were the first to the vessel of
the aliens you encountered.”

“Sowhat’s the bad news, Petey?” Lo?an asked.

Peter took a deep breath before continuing, his ex-
pression hard. “The doctor reports that another dozen
such ships are now approaching Earth orbit, with more
following not far behind, the largest ofthem the size of
asmall moon.” o

“Oh, dear,” Betsy said, gaping. o

“You can say that again, sister,” Logan said. “Aliens or
not, this is a flamin’ invasion.”



The first of the landers touched down within an hour.
Moments later, telecommunication sxstemsworldwlde
were interrupted. Bandwidth was choked by a signal
transmitted from high orbit. Worldwide, the message
suddenly appeared on televisions, cellular phones, and
computers, overriding all firewalls and protocols, the
local dominant language or dialect automatically se-
lected from more than a thousand alternate audio
tracks. But the video feed remained unchan%ed, and
countless billions ofeyes around the world, in that mo-
ment, beheld the same image. _ _

A man with silvery skin and white glowing eyes
stood in the center ofavast amphitheater, while arrayed
behind him were hundreds, even thousands of figures
in all shapes and sizes, some crouched on the ground
and some soaring overhead. , _

“People ofEarth, attend. | am Invictus Prime ofthe
Exemplar, first exarch ofthe Shining Fist Cohort. Even
now, mly siblings from among the serried ranks ofthe
Exemplar are descending upon your world. We bring
with us glad tidings. Your onetime and future masters,
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the rightful owners of this planet, have returned. No

more will you wander alone, unguided, through the

wilderness. With the Kh’thonic Collective once more

lr)e3|dent on Earth, all will be as it should always have
een.

All unau%mented individuals, those you would class
as ‘haseline human,’ should submit themselves to the
will ofthe Kh'thon immediately. Depots will be estab-
lished near centers of population for you to gather, for
future examination by your superior Servitors. All aug-
mented individuals, whether mutant by birth or mutant
by accident or design should surrender themselves im-
mediately to the nearest Exemplar, who will determine
on the spot iftheir talents may be of use to the Kh'thon.

“Those who are of no use, whether augmented or
unaugmented, will be disposed ofin an apgropnate and
humane fashion, Those who refuse to submit, or who
resist the will of the Collective, will be dealt with in a
far harsher manner. _

“Thank you for your attention, and welcome hack to
the loving grace ofyour masters, the Kh'thon.”
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As the image faded from the television set in the far
wall, Kurt Wagner could feel astrange pang somewhere
deep within him. Was it hunger? Or somethm? else?
efore he could puzzle it out, Logan had leapt to his
feet, adamantium blades slicing out from the backs of
his hands. o |
“What are we doin’waitin’ around for?” In this mo-
ment, teeth bared, Wolverine seemed more like the an-
imal whose name he shared than a human being. But
then, Kurt reflected, he himselfwas named for aworm
and looked like a demon, so labels and appearances
could not always be trusted. He knew that somewhere
inside his friend Logan lurked a gentle man; at the mo-
ment, though, that qentle man appeared to be hidden
beside an unstoppable engine of fury. “We gonna bust
your lady friend out of that alien CItY or not?”
- Scott stiffened, and turned his attention to the tele-
visionwithoutanswering. _ .
_“Oh, you quys . . .” Kitty said, her voice sounding
distant and small.
Kitty was sitting on the edge ofher seat, mouth open
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and eyes wide, using the remote to flash from one sta-
tion to another. Since the Exemplar signal had ceased,
the airwaves had been filled with news of the armada
overhead, and ofthe ships now landing in cities all over
theworld. o
~ “Hang on, Kitty,” Scott said, stepping over and plac-
ing ahand on her'shoulder. “Go back one.”
‘Aw, heck,” Rogue said, whistling low. _
The image on the screen was of Manhattan, Times
Square to be precise. _
“Bythe whitewolf...” Peter said softly.
Orie of the alien landing craft had sef down in the
middle of Broadway, and was onIY now blossoming
oPen like an enormous, cruel metal flower, Aust as the
others had described the craft in the Bermuda Triangle
doing earlier that day. It was now approaching sunset,
and as the last rays of the sun reddened the sky, the
figures that,emer?ed from the craft into the neon-lit
always-daylight of Times Square seemed to glow with
a_strangie, unearthly illumination of their own, like
will-0the-wisp, like corpse Ilght. .
There were a half-dozen ofthem, or so it seemed.
They climbed from their blossoming metal flower,
took to the air, and hovered over the heads ofthe close-
packed crowds oftourists and commuters.
~Kurt,who had traveled to the stars and visited other
dimensions, fou%ht aliens and demons and monsters
could not help being impressed by the bravery and
presence of mind of the news camera operator on the
round. He was clearly having some difficulty keeping
e Exemplar in focus, but even so the camera operator
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had held his ground, even when the crowds began to
realize that standing around and looking up with gaping
wonder at the alien invaders floatingjust overhead was
not erhaf)s the safest course ofaction,

he television picture began to shake, as the camera
operator was bumPed on gither side by pedestrians
strugglmc? to get out and away from the Exemplar over-
head, and'the audio was filled with shouts ofalarm and
warning.

Just%hen, the camera swung around, finally coming
to reston one ofthe Exemplar, who had raised his arms,
commanding attention. Well-muscled from the waist
up, from the waist down he was completely encased in
|sc%tmbe aort of silver device, sleek and aerodynamic like a
ift body.

“Sor¥1ethmg’s happening,” said an unseen ,oerson,
and Kurt realized it was the camera operator. It was a
woman, by the sounds ofit, brave but frightened,

‘Attend,” the seated Exemplar said in English, his
voice echomP off the buildings, distorted and buzzing
through the television speakers. “I am the Capo of the
Judgment'sWatch Cohort, and itis given to us to secure
this region ofthe continent. All unaugmented individ-
uals should gather immediately in this place for pro-
cessing. Interruptions and delays will not be tolerated.”

Without warning, another ofthe Exemplar, ayoung
male with brlgfht,green_ skin, transformed into” some
sort ofvicious flying animal, like a cross between a bat
and a shark and swooped down over the crowd.

“You heard Nilus,” roared the strange flying creature
with the voice ofa teenage boy. “Gather!”
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Kurt and the others watched in helpless horror as the
strange bat-shark creature flew directly into the path of
the camera operator. In the blink of an eye, the video
signal was gone, replaced by static. o

‘Mein Gott!” Kurt swore, Jellow eyes squinting briefly
shutin .emP_athY as he tried desperately not to Imagine
what mightjust have befallen that brave woman.

“WeVe got to ?et down there,” Kitty said breathlessly.

‘Agreed,” Scott said, and pul!ed his sweater over his
head. Underneath he was wearing the plain blug tunic
ofhis uniform. He reached into a pocket and took out a
pair of reinforced yellow gloves, and tugﬁed them on.
‘But we need to do this smart. We've gotthese landers
coming down all over the planet.” -

‘Da,” Peter Rasputin said. “But it is not as ifwe did
not have friends, Scott.”

S umtm(‘; his eyes shut, Scott pulled on ablue cowl,
and then settled his battle visor over his eyes. “True. But
we need some way to coordinate with them. We could
use Cerebro, but it'd take a pretty powerful telepath to
reach as far aswe need to reach, and with the professor
gone...” . "

“Excuse me,” interrupted Bets% Braddock, sitting
demurely at the farend ofthe couch. “I believe I can be
of assistance there. Though Ill need to know who I'm
to contact.” _ _ _

“Leave that to me,” said a new voice from behind
them, and Kurt turned to see Doug RamseY standing in
the doorway. He was one of the newer students, one
Kurt had had precious little opportunity to get to know.
Wias he sufficient to the task?
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“I don'tknow...” Scott said, Sh.UCkln%OfthS Fants,
unselfconsciously, revealing the uniform he was already
wearing beneath. _

“Cripes, Cyke, do you wear that thmg everywhere?”
Logan muttered under his breath. “What’s the matter,
couldn’t find a phone booth to use?”

Scott ignored him. “Perhaps Kitty would be a better
choice to assist Betsy...”

“No way,” Kitty said, slipping her mask over her eyes
and jumping UB rom her seat. “I'm more help ouf in
the field. But Doug can do it, Scott. He’s got more
brains than the rest ofus put together.” _

“That’s good enougfh for me, Katzchen,” Kurt said,
and disappeared, a putf of brimstone and a tiny bamf
noise the only sign ofhis passing. For the briefest, im-
perceptible instant he was elsewhere, and then he was
atarllq,mg by the open doorway. “If Kitty trusts him, so

0

“Great,” Doug said, waving a hand in front of his
face, nose wrinkled, an expression ofdistaste curling his
lip. “I appreciate™—he sputtered, cou hmg sllghtlr on
the strong smell ofthe brimstone residue ot Kurt's tele-
portation—‘the vote of confidence.”

Kurt touched a small device at his belt. No larger
than aPocketwatch, Itwas an |ma%e inducer, which al-
lowed the wearer to dlsPIa any outward appearance he
chose atwill. An instant later, Kurt was no longer wear-
ing a loose-fitting white shirt and black slacks, but was
clad in his black, white, and red uniform. Kurt seldom
wore casual cIothes,,preferrln% the unstable molecules
of the uniform, which moved and glided effortlessly
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with his acrobatics, Preferrlng to use holographies
when he wanted to affect a more relaxed appearance.

“Then what are we waitin’ for?” Logan said, shoul-
dering past. “There’s people out there gettin’ their
backsides handed to 'em, and weve got to Stop it.”

As he watched Logan go, Kurt thought ofwhat Scott
and the others had said about the power levels ofthe in-
vaders they’d encountered down in that alien city, and
about the images he himselfhad just seen on the tele-
vision screen. As Peter, Kitty, and Scott followed Logan
out the door and down the corridor, Kurt felt again the
strange pang deep inside. But he realized now that it
wasn’t hunger, but a sensation he hadn't experienced in
(uite some time.

|t was fear.



A sliver of moon was visible through the high, narrow
window of the cell. Lee Forrester sat against the wall
her knees tucked up to her chest, her arms wrapped
around her legs. _ _
Nl?ht had fallen onlkl a short while before, which
meant it had been some h'm? on the order offifteen or
sixteen hours since they first spotted the UFQ blazing
across the sky, little more than twelve hours since
}her_’d been captured. Only halfa day, and it felt like a
ifetime.

But then, Lee thought ruefully, life ended at death,
50 Unless they were verr |ucky halfada¥tm|ght end up
being a ifetime, after all. Or whatwas left ofone, atany

rate,
Frank had re?ained consciousness sometime after
being thrown into the far wall, and now sat apart from
the others, gingerly proddin his bruises from time to
time. Richie, Jose, and Merrick, while still clearly blam-
ing Lee for their troubles, had lost confidence in
Frank’s ab;htr to lead them to freedom, and so they sat
dispirited in the corner, muttering occasionally to"one
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another. Paolo kept his place at Lee’s side, as_alwa;rls.

The wall had been unbroken stone, ever since the
strange little man in the purple robes had left, sometime
that afternoon. Now, without warning, the stone
flowed once more, and in the newly open doprwar
again stood the purple-robed manwha'd called himself

0X Septimus. _ ,

He still carried the crystal rod, and the SI?h'[ of itwas
enough to keep the others from attempting to duplicate
Frank’s earlier plan. _

Leg, though, had some learning yet to do. Maybe
they wouldn't get out due to brute force, but she was
corivinced there was still a chance to find some angle,
some advantage. _

“What do you want?” Paolo said sharply, before Lee
could speak.

“This one merely comes to offer humble thanks, for
your leader’s contributions to the objectives of our
masters, the Kh'thonic Collective.” _
~ “Contributions?” Lee said the word like acurse, slid-
|n% her feet out in front of her and puttln% her hands
pabm-gown on either side. “And just what did | con-
tribute?”

When Vox Septimus had come to them a few hours
before, asking about how best to deliver their ultima-
tum or whatever itwas to the people ofEarth, Lee had
refused to answer. She’d kept her mouth shut, even
after the purple-robed man asked a whole string of
questions. But rather than the angr% response she’dl an-
ticipated, and instead of zapping her with the rod or
turning and questioning the others, Vox Septimus had
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merely smiled, nodded, and left the cell. He'd rejoined
the strange, large-eyed, ear- and noseless woman'in the
corridor, and the door had flowed shut.

S0 what, precisely, was Lee supposed to have done
that helped Vox Septimus and his masters?

“Simply put,” Vox Septimus said with a smile, “the
knowledge that this one’s associate was able to glean
from your surface thoughts was invaluable in preparing
abroadcast signal that transmitted to his world’s popu-
lation our masters’ message.”

Lee looked at the hairless figure, her eyes narrowed.
“Soyou're telepathic, then? Oryour friend is, at least?”

ox Septimus’s eyes widened a fraction, and his

mouth opened in a “0” of surprise that quickly melted
into a broad smile. “This one? An augmented? Ha. Ha

|t sounded as though he were mocking Lee, but
when she realized the Spasmodic gestures that shook
his shoulders were laughter, she came to understood that
the expression was sincere. _

_“Oh, dear, no,”Vox Septimus said, and reached up to
wipe the comers of his eKes. “This one is a humble
unaugmented only. But the other who was likewise
sent on this errand was indeed a low-ranking aug-
mented servitor.” o

Lee nodded slowly, mulling it over. “You mean the
woman with no ears or nose?”A sudden, maPproPnate
thought hit Lee, and she resisted the temi)ta ion 1o ask
Pciw at t\]/voman with no nose might smell. “So she’ a
elepath.” . L

Yfes.” Vox Septimus nodded, regaining his compo-
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sure. “Though her psionic talents are an extremely low
order. Not so powerful to pull the information Trom
your brains unbidden, this one is afraid, but more than
sufficient to pull the errant thoughts that drift through
your consciousness upon hearing a question.”
“Even those | didn't answer.” Lee’s Ig)s pressed to-
gether, and she felt like smacking her head into the wall.
he'd been so smug, so sure that she'd given nothing
up to their captors, only to discover she'd been giving
them everything they were after, all along. No wonder
they didn’t repeat any question twice, or torture the an-
swers from her. There simply wasn't any need.
“S0 you sent your message,” Paolo snapped. “Now
what? You gonna let us go?" o
“Oh, dear, no.” Viox SePtlmus tucked his chin in,
eYebrows raised, as though the question took him com-
etely by surprise. Asthough he couldn’t |mag|newhy

eha
to know that, in short order, the rest ofyour worm
population will be likewise detained.” _
“What?” Frank said, lifting his head and glaring at the
purple-robed figure. _ ,
“Here,” Vox Septimus said helpfully, and raised the
crystal rod, ‘Allow me to showyou.” =
On seeing the rod once more, Frank flinched and
covered his face with his hands, but rather than Iashmg
out as it had done before, this time the crystal ro
Terely shone abeam oflight on the blank wall opposite
€8,
“What the ... 7" Merrick said, and Lee thought he'd
taken the words right out ofher mouth.

Phe would want to be released. “In fact, you'll
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In the empty air between the rod’s tip and the blank
wall, there now danced a_fuII?/three-dlmensmnaI image
ofacity. It glimmered slightly, and when Lee squinted
she could dJust barely make out the texture ofthe wall on
the far side, seen dimly through the image itself It was
some kind of holographic technoIO(TJy, Lee assumed,
Perhaps usm? the farwall to bounce !?ht back, the in-
erference between the firstwave and ifs reflection cre-
ating the solid-seeming images. . _

As Lee and the others watched, the image shifted,
and the perspective zoomed crazily, until finally it re-
solved itself They were looking ata city square, which
from the Sﬁ)amsh words on the Street signs and the var-
led skin colors of the passersby must have been some-
where in Central or South America. There was some
sort of camival or street fair in progress, and everyone
looked to be having a ball.

“What are we lookin’at, Cap’n?”Jose asked.

Lee shrugged. From what she could see, this wasjust
an unremarkable city scene, which from the angle of
the shadows and the color ofthe sky appeared to bjust
before sunset. , _ _

“Ah, this one offers apologies,” Vox Septimus said.
“The relevant element of this visual record is some
ahort remove into the future. Allow this one to ad-

ress.”

Suddenly, the crowds, which moments before had
been dnftmg_lemurely across the miniature scene,
shifted into_ |%h motion, blurrln%across the stregts,
and Lee realized that Vox Septimus had put the moving
image into fast-forward.
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“Here we are,” Vox Septimus said with satisfaction.

The image slowed to a normal rate once more, but
where before the scene had been of hapEy people at a
street festival, now things had taken a darker turn, Both
literally, in that the sun had set in the sky, and figura-
tively, n that now the happy revelers ofthe earlier scene
hadbeen replaced by men and women in terror for
their lives, _ .

A handful of hairless men and women, all dressed in
strang_e clothing, were in the air and on the ground,
rounding the festivalgoers into large metal pens, like
cattle being led to the Slaughter. Lasers shot from eyes,
bone spears flew from i)alms, Ilgihtnmg crackled from
fingertips, and the helpless people were powerless he-
fore them. . o

Beside her, Paolo’s hands tightened into fists, and
Lee saw a killing rage nsmg in the old man’s eyes. She
reached out and laid a hand on his elbow. “Not now,”
she whispered, though her instincts to injury were the
same &s his. .

~ Lee turned her attention back to the Purple-robed
figure. Perhaps this was an opportunity arter all.

“I can't help but notice, Vox, that you don’t seem to
have the same powers as so many of the rest of your
kind. That you're . . . how did you put it? Unaug-
mented?” , ,

Vox Septimus turned to her, and the image projected
by the crystal rod vanished. ,

“Ofcourse,” he said, as though itwere the most nat-
ural thing in the world. “And what of it?”

“You must have heen pretty unlucky to be horn
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without any powers, | guess.” Lee spoke as casually as
PossLbIe, as though discussing the possibility of rain in
he distant future. _ _

~Vox Septimus straightened, his head tilted to one
Side, qmzzmallly. “Unliicky? This one was born for a
task, aswere allaugments and unaugments alike. We are
bred with the characteristics that our masters require,
no more and no less.”

‘Ah,” Lee said, nod_dmg slowly. “So Your people have
Your powers from birth? They aren’t something that
heE get from some kind ofmachine?” _

ee wasn't sure what to expect, but if her experi- -
ences with powers in the past were any indication,
strar]ﬂe abilities could sometimes be turned on and off,
atwill and otherwise.

“Machine?” Vox Septimus reﬁeated, and then began
to chuckle, once more with that strange, unnatural
Iaug[h. “Machine? Ha. As though the” gifts of the
Kh’thon were some mere mechanical contrivance? Ha
ha. This one’s talents derive from the genome, foolish
individual, just as do those ofe\_/erz/ servitor from the
lowliest unaugmented to the loftiest Exemplar. Ha ha.”

Genetic engineering? Lee tried to stifle afrown. That
wasn't exactlgwhat she'd been flshln_?,for. She was hop-
ing that maybe all ofthis vaunted ability and power was
something that came with a conveniént “otf” switch,
preferably labeled with foot-tall letters. Something that
was hidden in the genome? PerhaPs alittle trickier.

“Sothey’re ... "Lee felt her enthusiasm for this line
of questioning quickly fading. “They're just bom with
their powers?
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~ “Some,”Vox Septimus said. “But some are triggered
in later life. The randomizing element in the genome
allows the Kh’thon to engender whatever trait or ability
they require in a servitor. The augmented, the most
powerful of which are the ExemRIar, serve an endless
number offunctions for the Kh'thon, everything from
navigating through hyperspace with enhanced sensory
organs to Serving as the defensive capacities for Khthon
who venture planetside. The Fathership and the other
ships in the Kh'thonic flotilla are well armed and forti-
fied, of course, but in situations where more precise
means are required, the Exemplar are deployed.”

“More precise means?” Something about the way
he’d said that sent chills down Lee’s spine.

“Such as removing native populations from the
glane_ts the Kh'thon wish temporarily to inhabit,” Vox

eptimus said simply. Then he treated Lee to a smile,

and added, “Such lPopuIat_lon_s are usually exterminated,
Ibut tsg,rely the Kh'thon will find a use for some ofyou, at
east,



16

“It’sright through here, Betsy,” Doug Ramsey said. He
Pulled the chain on the desk lamp, and the headmas-
er’s study was suffused with warm light. He was hyper-
conscious of the presence of the woman behind him,
and did his best to keep his tone level and confident-
sounding. His best, though, just didn’t seem to be good
enough, since every time he opened his mouth to speak
he soundedjust like achipmunk. Or at least, that'swhat
he thought.

Doug was no hero. Sure, he had the black-and-
yellow Uniform of a student of the Xavier School for
Gifted Youngsters hangmg in his_closet, unstable
molecules and all, but that's where it stayed, most of
the time: hangm? in his closet. Sure, he put it on
whenever the restof the gang got together to train in
the Danger Room, but reaIIY, what good was he in
those operations? All he really managed was to add
?noth?r rpovmg target to the team, another bystander
0 protect,

pBut an innocent bystander? Doug almost blushed. If
measured by his actions, particularly with the fairer sex,
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then yes, he was as innocent as they come, as pure &
the driven snow. But |fJud?ed by his thoughts, bK_hIS
ambitions? He chanced ‘a glance “at the vision behind
him, and suppressed a shudder. Well, if thoughts were
enough to damn him, then he was as far from Innocent
as they came. o

Up until afew short months ago, DO_UH]USt flgiured
he was smart. Heck, if he was honest with himself, he
thought he was a genius. No, he knew he was a genius.
|twas really the only answer for it. He'd always been a
clever kid, getting high marks in school, and never hav-
ing to work'that hard'on his assignments, but there'd al-
ways heen one or two other kids as smart or smarter
than him in class. But then a few years ago, he'd hit pu-
bertY, and all bets were off. _ _

|[twas in Spanish class that he first realized he was a
genius. He showed up, the first day, knowing no Span-
ISh beyond taco and burrito, and by the end of that first
class ?er|od he was correcting the teacher’s improper
use ofintransitive verbs. The next day, he was watching
S0ap Oﬁeras on Spanish-language television, and the day
after that he was finishing up Cervantes’s Don Quixote
de laMancha in the original. _

And that was the longest it had taken him to learn a
Ian%uage, ever since. _

he computers came ashort time later. He'd always

played video games as a kid, but it wasnt until he
%1Ianced through a book on computer proqrammm_g

at he understood that computers were simply, at their
base, language. The software code which underlay
everything that acomputer did was nothing more than
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another grammar and vocabulary to learn, and it took
Doug no time to pick them up. =~

That was when hed first met Kitty Pryde. Theyd
met at Stevie Hunter’s dance class in Salem Center—
which Doug’s parents had insisted he take, so that he
could get offhis backside and move now and agiam—and
had qumkl%hlt it off He'd initially thought that Kitty
Was some o_ardln%school wannabe hacker, and had
8one alongwith all her talk ofhacking into %overnment

atabases and the like because he thought she was cute.
Having the ability to learn any language in short order,
or to make any computer do whatever he wanted,
strangely hadn’t helped Doug one iota when it came to
meeting qlrls. When Kittywanted to talk to him, he was
ha%py t0 Talk about whatever she wanted.
hen, long story short, Kitty had revealed that she
was amutant. And more than that, her boarding school
was a kind of training ground for mutants. And, the
icing on the cake, the mutants trained at the boarding
school were theX-Menl
_Doug’s mind was officially blown, however, when
KlttY revealed to him that he'was a mutant, too. Him!

It was at this point that Doug decided that he'd
somehow been given someong else’s life by mistake—
someone much cooler than he was—hut he wasn't
about to complain. _ -

In no time, Doug was palling around with Kitty and
her mutant friends—and his mutant friends. Then the
headmaster somehow convinced Dou?’s parents to let
him come and be a student at the school, and then Dou?
was a bona fide superhero. Costume, code name, and all.
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Except he wasn*, really. Oh, he was amutant, and a
member of a team of mutants, and he had a costume
and a code name, but a super-hero? Doug didn’t think
s0. He couldn’t shoot lasers from his eY,es, or teleport,
or turn into steel, or pass through solid walls. What
could he do? Well, he could read. _

Did no one on the team realize that his code name,
Cypher, didntjust connote the ability to transcipher or
decypher, but meant, literally, nothing? Cypher meant
“2610,” but worse than that, according to the Oxford
English Dictionary, it also meant “A person who fills a
place, but is of o importance or worth, a nonentity, a
mere nothing.”™

Gee, thanks, ProfessorX, Doug thought ruefully, way to
address any lingering insecurities | might have had.

Atthe moment, while Kitty and the rest ofthe grad-
uate team went offto save [ives, Doug was left behind
to man the home fires, and act as the yellow pages for
Betsy Braddock Which meant firing up Cerebro
which meant coming into the headmaster’s office and
opening the secret Fanel beside the bookshelf that
swltlmg open to reveal the hidden chamber behind the
wall,

Sure, Doug wasn't a hero. But he knew languages,
and he knew computers. And because ofthat, he’d got-
ten to go places, and experience things, that he’d never
in amillion ){_ears dreamed might have been possible.
He'd Iput his life on the ling, time and again, and done it
happi ? because it meant that maybe gust maybe, he
wasn’t so much ofa “mere nothing” affer all
Doug knew that, as Milton said, “They also serve
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who only stand and wait.” Now, it was his turn to serve
in his own particular fashion a?al_n, and stand beside
Betsy. He hoped that she wasn’t picking up any ofhis
thoughts, hoped agiamst hope that she hadn’t seen any
of the images tha poRpe unbidden into his mind
whenever he looked at ner. Butwho could blame him?
She used to be afashion model, for cripes sake, and now
she was living under the same roof? And maybe Do_uE
wasjust kidding himself, but he couldn’t help'but thin
there was achance that marbe she might like him, too.
And notjust like him, but fike him. _

Doug couldnt wait anY longer. He steeled himself,
taking a deep breath, and turned around. - .

“There itis, Betsy,” he said, trying to think pure, in-
nocent thoughts. “That’s Cerebro.”

Hhe_ needn't have worried. Betsy had eyes only for the
machine.



17

From Salem Center in Westchester County to Times
Square in New York was a distance ofjust a bit more
than fifty-four miles. Barring traffic, it could takejust
over an hour. With traffic, it could take forever. =

At atop speed at sea level of Mach 2.3, the Blackbird
could travel 1,770 miles per hour, Factorlnﬁ In acceler-
ation and deceleration, that meant that the X-Men’s
R/Ilane could get from the Xavier mansion to downtown

anhattan in a handful ofminutes. .

_ Even so, Peter Rasputin couldn’t help but feel impa-
tient as the lights of Times Square hove into view below
them, and wished that there wasn't some gumkerway to
go. He was strapped into his accustomed seat on the

Iaciléblrd, his hands folded in his lap, eager to get to
WOk

_“Everybody ready?” called Scott Summers from the
pilot’s chair,

Before Peter could answer, Rogue unbuckled her
seat belts and moved over to the hatch. “I’ll see yall
down there, kay?"With that, she flung open the hatch
andjumped out.
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Peter turned and peered out the window, and
watched as Rogue flew by, her white-streaked brown
hair rustling in the high wind. She turned, and gave
him abroad wink before diving out of sight in ablur of
blackand green. . _

“Aw, cripes,” Kitty said, looking out the window on
the Iane’_sqpposne side. _

“What is it, Katya?” Peter loosened his seat belts, and
leaned over to see. , _

“That,” Kltt(¥ said flatly, “is one big-boned gal.”

Peter looked over Kifty's shoulder, and his mouth
opened wide. Just below them was Times Square, and
through the plane’s side window could be seen a
woman standing on the pavement, dressed in astrangely
cut suit of green and white, lifting one foot off the
ground, as thou%h preparing to squash a bug underfoot.

Except that the woman stood at least one hundred
feet tall, and the “hugs” she was preparing to squash un-
derfoot were regular men and women, scrambling to
escaloe from Times Square. _

“lsn’t this about the time you normally invoke that
white wolf ofyours, Pete?” Kitty glanced over at him
and treated him to atight smile.

~“Perhaps later, Katya.” Peter slapped the buckles on
his seat belts and climbed out ofhis seat. He moved to-
ward the open hatch, marveling as always at the Shi‘ar
force fields that maintained the Internal cabin pressure.
Even with the hatch wide open, one could barely hear
the whistle ofwind rushing by outside. _

“tPr?parmg to touch down, folks,” Scott said at the
controls.
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‘The Blackbird stopped its forward motion and, hov-
ering, began to descend straight down on the intersec-
tion of4Znd Streetand Broadway. _

“I believe this is mY stop,” Peter said, and with a
quick smile, lunged out of the window. o

For abrief, exhilarating moment, Peter luxuriated in
the sense ofmotion, in the high whistle ofthe airwhip-
Bmp past his ears, the qutterm? of butterflies in his

eII y & his senses tried desperately to reorient them-
selves.

Then, he triggered the transformation.

The briefest smell ofozone filled his nostrils, as it al-
ways did, some faint residual energx left over from the
transformation of flesh to metal. And the rest of his
senses, particularly sight and hearing, shifted further
down their registers, the world becoming suddenly a
sll%htlygrayer, slightly ?meter place, as it always seemed
to him in his armored form. Professor Xavier had tried
to explain itto him once, how rods and cones ofmetal
were less sensitive to photons than those of organic
cells, how the bones ofthe inner ear had a lower range
of motion when made of steel than of calcium. But
Peter, for all his fearsome mien and imposing stature,
had the heart of the poet, and all that he needed to
know was that when his body was armored, so too was
his soul. He sometimes felt that was the only way he
was able to live with the violent, often ternfqu things
he experienced as an X-Man: with his senses blunted,
the eXﬁerlences were always kept at a slight distance, so
when he was once more aregular man, living inaworld
ofrich sounds and vibrant colors, he could Took upon



X-Men: The Return 111

those memories as though they’d happened to another
person entirely. _ _ _
Such as now, as he whistled throu?h the air at termi-
nal velocity, an organic steel bullet falling directly to-
ward the towering giant of a woman, prepared any
lgec?nd to end the lives of innocents with a stamping
oot.
‘Somewhere deep inside, the poet’s heart hid inside a
ﬁu:jt?faolld armor, while the man of steel did what he
ad to do.

As Peterjum P_ed from the open hatch, Kurt Wagner de-
cided it was time for him to go aswell. He glanced out
the window to get his bearings, .
_‘Aufwiedersehen,” he said, with ajaunty salute, then
disappeared with a bamfand a puffofbrimstone,
urt reappeared a hundred feet to the west of the
Blackbird. Since his momentum was always retained
through teleportation, at first he and the plane were
moving in the same _dlrecthn, and at the same speed.
Butwhere the Blackbird had its powerful Shi'ar engines
to act against the force of gravity, Kurt was out in the
empty air, and so after hanging briefly in midair, he
began to fall, slowly accelerating at thirty-two feet per
second per second. _ _ _
Kurt'spread his arms and legs wide, d_rawm% on his
ears of experience as a trapeze artist with Der
ahrmarkt to slow his fall, and then scanned the swiftly
approaching ground below.
To one sice, Peter was plowing into the shoulder of
the giant woman, knocking her off balance and pre-
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ventm? her from squashing a crowd of innocents un-
derfoot. The woman fell against a building, sending a
rain ofdust and small debris on the crowd below, which
meant the worst of their injuries would be minor cuts
and bruises, not liquefaction. _ ,

Below, Rogue was setting to with a large figure,
whose golden skin glinted brightly in the neon lights.
That he was takingand giving blows with Rogue by
turns sugC?ested he was even stronger, and tougher, than
he looked.

Kurt was 0,ust a few hundred feet above the ground
%now and would have to choose a target quickly.

en he saw his man. With pale white skinand glowing
green eyes, the hairless figure looked almost like an an-
Imated corpse, but he was all too lively, shooting beams
of crackling biack energy from the paims ofhi hands,
usmq it to herd the panic-stricken humans into the
metal pens set up by his fellows. o

Kurt grinned, and did some gum_kcalculatmn_s in his
head. Fixing the image of his destination in mind, he
corécen]grated, and disappeared once more.

amf,
~ Making averticaljump was always harder than mak-
ing a horizontal oneg, though it was far easier tojump
down than up. And, for that matter, it was far eaSier to
nort north-to-south than itwas east-to-west. Professor
X had always suspected that it had something to do
with the Earth’s magnetic field, which seemed reason-
able enough to Kurt. Itwasn't as ifit mattered, though.
Thatwas simply the terrain through which he moved.
Just like amountain climber rarely has to worry about
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the cause of gravitation, whether curved space-time or
the ﬁresence oftheoretical gravitons or what-have-you;
all that mattered to him was that if he let go ofamaun-
tain side he wouldfall. Sotoo did Kurt care little how his
teleportation actually worked, so long as it did.
Ashefore, Kurtemerged from hisalmost-instantaneous
teleport with the same momentum with which he'd
?one in. And con3|der|n%that he was now only three
eet offthe ground, that should have meant avery short
trip and a very painful end to a long and distinguished
career of adve_nturm%. However, while Kurt had re-
tained his inertia, he had reoriented his direction, 5o that
on completln? the teleport he was now moving hori-
zontally, parallel to the ground. And, more important,
directly toward the hack of the pale-skinned, green-
eyed man shooting black energy from his palms.
“Heads up, Black Light,” Kurt quipped.
Stralghtenm? his legs out, his knees slightly bent,
Kurt slammed feetfirst into the back of the Exemplar.
Kurt’s Ie%s coll_alp_sed like a spring, cushioning the blow
for him, but still imparting the majority ofhis momen-
tum to the black-energy wielder. _
The black-energy wielder stumbled forward, falling
face-first on the pavement, while Kurt tucked his legs,
rolled in midair, and then landed gracefully on his feet,
his tail outstretched for balance. o
“You are quite accomplished at harassing innocents,
mein FreundKurt said, his smile revealing wickedly
pointed canine teeth. “Let’s see how you do against
someone who fights back, shall we?”
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The golden behemoth threw apunch, lightning fast, his
huge fist catchmq Rogue in the abdomen. The mo-
mentum of the blow carried her backward, folded in
half, soaringup inthe air,.

Oof, Rogue thought. I'm nigh invulnerable, but even so,
dangedlfthqtdldn’thurt/ o _ .

he straightened out in midair, han?mg motionless
above the gold mountain for amoment. o

“Notbad, sugah,” Rogue said, rubbln? her chinwith
agloved hand. “Now how’sabout| take the next shot?”

Without hesitating, she dove, pouring on speed, both
arms straight out before her, hands curled into tight
fists. By the time she connected with the Exemplar, she
Was movm?just ahair slower than the speed ofsound.
That, coupled with her super-strength, meant that the
impact really packed apunch. _

he goldenbehemoth, though, barely even flinched.

“Automa jsn't sure, little one,” the Exemﬁlar said, his
voice rumbling like distant thunder. “Was that meant as
an %xpressmn ofaffection, or were you intending to hurt
me.”

“Trash talk?” Rogue said, curling her lip. “Nice.” She
landed on the cracked Pavement a dozen yards away,
taking stock ofthe situation. _

“Come, little one.” He motioned her forward with
hands large as shovel blades. “Now let Automa give you
alovetapinreturn” _

“Why don’t Automajust stick it,” Rogue rePlled.

In response, the Exemplarwho called himselfAutoma
rushed forward, impossibly fast, and it was all Rogue
could do to dance out ofthe reach ofhis next attack
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This aintgoin nowheregood, Rogue thought ruefully.

Tryas! like, him and me look to be too evenly classed.
~There was another way, ofcourse. A quicker path to

victory. But it carried with it akind ofdefeat, and Rogue

wasn’twilling to surrender on that frontjust yet.

Automa rushed a?aln, and Rogue instinctively coun-
tered, swe_eﬁmg her footout in awhip kick, which con-
nected with the back of his qﬁlden legs, and then
following up with abent armed hook an a&ab.

The Kicks and punches raining on the Exemplar’s
metal skin seemed to have amomentary effect, sending
him staggering slightly back

I supFose itSjust like Mikey always used to say, Rogue
thought. Precision and speed win out over brute strength every

fime.

She nodded, mulling over the truth of that, before
{]eallzmg that the memory and the sentiment werent

ers. -

The kick-and-punch combination, she realized, were
a savate technique, French klck_boxm% that a woman
named Carol Danvers had studied a litetime ago. The
advice, and the instruction, had come from Colonel
Michael Rossi, who was with Air Force Intelligence.

But Rogue had met Mike Rossi only once, and he'd
not been forthcoming with advice. Itwas because she'd
met Carol Danvers once upon atime on abridge in San
Francisco that she now shared her memories.

Rogue’s mutant power was the ability to absorh
memories and abilities throu%h physical contact. Ifshe
came skin-to-skin with another organism, for a brief
time she’d know what they knew, and be able to do
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what they did. The exchange left the other person
drained—literally—usually lapsed into unconscious-
ness for some length oftime, but itwasn’t much easier
on Rogue. She had trouble keeping her own memory,
her own identity, distinct from the flood of new expe-
riences.

The transfer was typically temporary, lasting only
about sixty times longer than'the initial Contact, so that
for every Second she was skin-to-skin, she retained the
memories and abilities for a single minute. But there
was the possibility, however slight, that ifshe remained
in dlre(it contact for too long, the transfer might be per-
manent,

That’s what had happened with Carol Danvers, all
those years ago. She’d been a super-heroine, once upon
atime, superstrong, nigh invulnerable, and able to fly.
And she’d tussled with Rogue, who at the time was a
mixed-up kid who’d fallen in with a bad crowd. For all
intents and purposes, that was the end of Carol Dan-
vers. When she’dwoken up, she'd become a blank slate,
with no memories of her former life, and no powers.

Of course, in the days and weeks to come, when
Rogue woke UE in the middle ofthe night, she some-
times thought that she was Carol Danvers. She had the
woman’s powers, and all her memories, a lifetime of
experiences, just as vivid and real as anything Rogue
had experienced in heryoung life.

Rogue had sought out help, going to the home ofthe
X-Men, asklnﬂfor the help ofProfessor Charles Xavier.
And he and the X-Men had guided her back, step by
step, from the brink
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Even now, though, while she was able better to con-
trol the transfer of powers and memories from another,
and to keep the contact just Ion$enough to get what
she needed, from time to time Rogue found herself
thinking another woman’s thoughts, remembering an-
otherwoman’s life. _

Every time she touched her skin to another person,
every time she initiated contact and transfer, there was a
P_art ofRogue who waorried that this might be the last

ime, that in the transfer what remained ofthe girl who

called herselfRogue would be lost, swallowed forever
in a flood of alien thouglhts and memories. And when
the other was actuaIIK alien, as this Automa seemed to
be, the fear oflosing herselfwas even greater.

That’swhy she preferred to solve problems with her
gloved fists these days whenever she could. Better to err
on the side ofcaution, she figured.

So I'll take my licks, Rogue thought, as she and Au-
toma closed for another round. Butwhat he don'tknow is,
ifpush comes to shove, then thegloves are off

Kitty, Scott, and Logan leapt to the ground, as the Black-
bird slowly rose back intg the air. Its autopilot would
steer it over the cu% R/?rkmg it out on the waters ofthe
Hudson until the X-Men needed it once more.
~“Looks like Rogue, Petey, and the elf have already
Pl_cke_d dance partners,” Logan said with a smile. “I'm
hinking the green kid is about my speed.” .
He gestured toward the green-skinned shaRe-shlfter,
who even now was transforming from abat-shark thing
to some sort of oversize, taloned ape-creature, menac-
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ing a family oftourists who stood petrified on the spot.
_“Be my guest,” Kitty said, stepping aside and mo-
tioning him forward, _

“Much obliged, squirt.” Logan bared his teeth, and
from the backs of his hands adamantium blades popped
outwith an audible snikt. “Hey, green genes! Why dont
you pick on someone your own Size?”

A'short distance off, awoman dressed in black and
Yello_vv with a purple headdress was evidently usm%

elekinesis to harass abus full of schoolkids, levitating
offthe ground and slowly rotating it end over end.
“ ?uess |'ll take the telekine,” Kitty said with a shrug.
“Scott, dyou got the half-man/half-sled over there?” She
pointed at the Exemplarwho'd identified himselfas the
Capo on the televised broadcast _

_ r;\t(es, Kitty,” Scott said, hisjaw set. “I've got him al-
rl .H

g“Sounds good,” Kitty said, and set off on ajog to-
ward the telekine. “Give a shout ifyou need a'hand.”

Scott turned to watch her go and marveled. Still in
her teens, she’d seen and done such things that facing
an invading army wasn't enough to knock her offbal-
ance. She might e afraid, somewhere deep down, and
was wise enough to be cautious, but clearly wasnt
gomg to let that Stand in the way ofdom? herjob.

‘ kay, jokers,” Scott said to'the empty air, turning
toward the Exemplar in the floating silver sled. ‘You
picked the wrong planet to invade.”
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Betsy held the silver headpiece in her hands. Itwas like
a giant’s skull and seemed to reverberate with mental
echoes, old dreams and hollow memories. _

“It’s a psionic amplifier,” Doug Ramsey explained.
‘Anybody can use Cerebro to ﬁm_ﬁomt thé location of
nearby mutants, but a telepath like you can use it to
ccl)mrrgunlcate with specific mutants anywhere on the
planet.” o

Cerebro itself was fairly unimposing—a bank of
controls and electronics in"a casing of brushed steel,
with leads qomg from the casing to the wide helmetlike
headpiece. In the empty space in front ofthe machinery
was a simple office chair on casters, Betsy wondered
why such an incongruously normal chaif, and not a
more permanent fixture, unfil she remembered that the
machine’s de3|%ner had wheeled his own chair with
him, wherever hewent. _

_Betsy settled into the chair, the upholstery squeaking

slightly under her legs. She swiveled around, facingthe
machine. _ _

“So ljust... putthis on?” she asked, sounding un-
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easy, feeling the heft ofthe silver helmet in her hands,

CErm, | haven't actually ever used it myself,” Doug
said bashfully. “But ifyou can f|?ure outhow to use itto
place a telepathic call, | can help you out with who to
call. I've memorized the X-Men’s Rolodex . . .” He
paused, and glanced over at Bets%, 8 though he'd said
_somethmq he shouldn't have. “Oh. | E_uess that sounds
insufferably geeky, doesn’t it? The kind of quy who
reads dictionaries and memorizes other people’s phone
books for fun?” . . _

Betsy treated him to a slight smile, and laid a hand
on his elbow. o
. “No,” she said gently. “ think it's perfectly charm-
ing.

She drew her hand back and, taking a deep breath
ﬁnddsteelmg herself, carefully set the headpiece on her

ead.

“Hmm,” she hummed thoughtfully. “Nothing’s

ha%enmg. Oh, wait,..”
nd then, the world opened up before her.

Betsy Braddock had been a telepath for some years, and
had heen “intuitive” far Ion(‘;.er than that. She’d read
countless minds, both intentionally and by accident;
learned to project her consciousness onto the astral
plane for brief periods of time; and caught quick
glimpses ofthe near future, though maddeningly with-
out any real degree ofcontrol. _

This was the first time, though, that she’d experi-
enced anything like this. _

|twas as though another world were overlaid on the
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one she saw with her eyes. Itwas something like the as-
tral plane she’d visited psionically, but denser, more
vivid, more real. She was seeing the world through her
mind’s eye, but her mental “vision” extended far fur-
ther than she ever might have imagined possible.

|t was an amazing experience, and Betsy was sorry
that it took an alien invasion to make such a thing pos-
sible. Ifthe news was to be believed, there were alien
|anders touching down all over the planet, and soon no
corner ofthe world would be safe.

Athought occurred to her unbidden—7wonder what
Brian’s doing in all this’—and before she’d had time to
think aPam, she felt the sudden sensation of motion
without acceleration, and suddenly she was looking at
another place entirely. _

She’d wondered about her brother, Brian, and here
he was. In the white, blue, and red armor of Captain
Britain, he was standing in the middle ofPiccadilly Cir-
cus, facing off against a quartet of Exemplar invaders,
their metal-flower_landmg craft perched a short dis-
tance away. At Brian’s side was his fey companion,
Me]gﬁan her feet floating a few inches offthe 3round.

e four Exemplar they faced looked formidable. A
woman and three men, they were hovering in midair,
miniature stars dancing around them, lightning flashing
in their eyes. But as |m§o_smg as the quartet might have
been, itwas clear that Brian and Meggan were holding
theirown. _ .

|t took the briefest moment for the reality of her sit-
uation to process through Betsy’s thoughts. Here she
was, sitting in aquiet room in @mansion in New York
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State, peermg_wnh ease throu?h the astral plane to see
events unfolding thousands of miles away.
Okay, then, Betsy thought. Now I'vegof work todo.
Before she withdrew, 1 ou%h, she reached out with
her thoughts, butterfly wings that brushed the edge of
Brian’s mind.
Take care ofyourself, brother. _ _
Suddenly, Brian smiled, and straightened sll[qhtly, &
though drawing on some inner reserves of strength,
and Betsy knew he'd heard her.
Tlmeto%o. _ _
Then she lifted the silver helmet off her head and
the world shrank to J_ust the space in front of her and
the young man standing at her side.

“Wow,” Betsy said breathlessly.

“ltworks, | take it?” Doug said. ,

“Yes, | believe you can say that.” Betsy blinked a
few times and shook her head. “That was simply . ..
wow.”

Dou? leaned against the brushed-steel cabinet that
housed the Cerebro mechanism itself, crossing his arms
over his chest, “Okay, | guess it’s time to start making
some telepathic calls, then. You up to it?”

Betsy thought for amoment and nodded. ‘Yes, ab-
solutely. Where shall we beq_m?”

Doug rubbed his lower Tip thoughtfully “Probably
best to start with the other New Mutants, make sure
they’re_domﬂ okay out there. We haven't heard from
them since [llyana ‘ported them ail out to Colorado
yesterday to visit Dani’s parents.”
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_ Betsy nodded, lips pursed. “Very well, that seems
3|mgple enough.” _
he’d met Dou%’s fellow Xavier students only afew
days before, but had mind-touched each of them
briefly, and had solid mental images of each in mind.
She had only the va?uest ofnotions of how far and in
which direction Colorado could be found, but if her
experience with Brian had been any indication, she had
only to think of the person she wanted to reach, and
Cerebro did the rest.
Settling the headpiece back over her head, Betsy
closed her eyes.

A brief sensation of ru_shln%forward, and she was in
Denver, Colorado. A trio ofExemplar, two them as tall
ashuildings and the other moving so fast he was almost
invisible, were harrying pedestrians and_drivers alike
while water shot up from a broken main and rained
down on their heads like a summer torrent,

Arrayed against them were more than halfa dozen
young men and women, each of them wearing the
yellow-and-black uniform ofaXavier’s student,

Can KOU hear me? Besty mind-called. It me, Elizabeth
Braddock. _ _ .

_ “Betsy?” said the determined-looking Native Amer-
ican girl with the belt of turquoise and Silver.

~Yes, Danielle, it’s me. 1'm using Cerebro to communicate
withyou all.

“How're things back at the homestead, Ms. Braddock?”
said the tall, lank young man with the short-cropped
blond hair, his ears sticking out slightly on either side.
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As well as can be expected under the circumstances, Sam.
Doug is here with me, and the others havegone to Manhattan
to repel the invaders. _

“We've got our hands full with a few o’ the cursed
sh)aleens ourselves, ma’am,” growled the werewolfwith
the voice ofa oungglrl._ _

As | see. Will you be needing anY assistance, then?

“Itwould seem not, mam’selle,” answered the young
Asianwoman with the shoulder-length hair.

“Have no fear on our account, dear lady,” said the
angryyoun? Brazilian. “We’ll soon bring thése demons
to account for their actions todag/.” _

Fair enough. Try to contact us right away ifyou should need
help. 1f1'm us!n(lq Cerebro, theres a good chance 1'd hear a
mind-call, but if[ don’t answer, use the telephone, | Suppose.

“You got it,” said the young blonde woman, the
faintest hint ofa Russian accent beneath her American
teenaé;e bravado. She gave a thumbs-up, then pulled a
sword out of thin air, eldritch armor appearm%on her
torso, arms, and legs, and she threw herselfat the near-
est ofthe towering Exemplars.

Take care friends, Betsy thought, and then removed
the helmet once more.

“Okay, that’s them sorted.” Betsy said. She briefl

brought Doug up to si)eed on the situation in Col-
orado, and she could tell by the expression that flitted
across his face that part of him wished he was out there
with them, while part was grateful to be safeI% here in-
side the mansion. Betsy could see, without having to
peer inside his thoughts, how conflicted Doug was
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about his powers. He often viewed his life with the
Xavier students as one big adventure, but at the same
time was plagued by the suspicion that he was terribly
out of place, and that the team would be better served
to be rid ofhim. _

“Come on, then, Douq,” Betsy said, and reached out
ahand to him. “Let’s getto work.”



Even though he appeared to be completel};_immobile
inside his sled, the Exemplar who called himself the
Capo of the Judgment’s Watch was prov_mﬁ to be far
more nimble than his motionlessness might suggest.
For Scott, this was more than a little frustratlrag.

“You degenerates are no match for the Judgment’s
Watch Cohort,” boomed the voice of the Exemplar.
With his lower extremities completely encased inside a
sleek sled of some silvery metal, he looked almost as
though he were seated in‘amotorcycle’s sidecar. If, that
is, a Sidecar could fly and had somehow managed to
lose track of its motorcycle. “Stand down, and submit
to the will ofthe Kh’thonic Collective.” _

~Scott didn’t respond, but opened the aperture on his
visor, sending awide beam ofscarlet energy lancing to-
ward the Exemplar.

In the split second before the beam connected, the
ExemPIarsuddenIy_qurred into motion, movm? biind-
ingly tast for the briefest ofinstants, and then stopping
again only a few yards away.

“What'the blazes?”



X-Men: The Return 127

“This resistance is pointless, and is an insult to our
shared masters. Desist!”

Scott gritted his teeth. His first instinct was that the
Capo had teleported the short distance, but there'd
been no sound ofinrushing air, no flash ofenergy dis-
charﬂsd. It was only on reflection that Scott realized
that the sled had simply moved, albeit extremely quickly.

‘ust what is your talent, anyway, Capo?” Scott
tauted, darting to one side, looking for an opening.
“Boring your opponents to death?”

“Mine isthe J)ower of mentation, degenerate.”

Scott opened the visor again, and another scarlet
beam lanced out. Again, though, the sled moved at
lightning speed, so that whenthe heam arrived the
space in which the sled had been was now empty.

‘Afutile effort,” the Capo said.

“Ma%be,” Scott said, and scarlet beam after scarlet
beam shot from the visor, one after another after an-
other. “But I'm not done tr%/mg.” _

Scott’s powers flowed through his eyes, so that to
look at athing and to aim abeam at it were the same ac-
tion. And yet, though he had only to glance atthe Capo
to send abeam ofconcussive force lancing toward him,
still the beams always failed to connect.

The Capo made a sound something like laughter.
“Fool. My cagnition is o far advanced above your own
that | stand in relation to you as you yourselfdo to a
Iowlg amoeha.” _ ,

' “Stop thinking, Scott!” came a voice from behind
im.
Scott turned to see aman hanging from the side ofa
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lamppost ashort distance away, suit disheveled, tie askew,
huge feet bare.

~ "Don‘t think!” the man repeated. “Just keep shoot-
ing at random in his general direction.”

Scott nodded, then turned back toward the Capo,
opened the visor, and let fly, one beam after another, not
both_erln(_i to line his gaze uE with the Capo, but simply
loosing blast after blast in the Exemplar’s direction.

For a few seconds, it seemed as though this new
strategy would be ng more successful than Scott’s had
been, when suddenly one of the beams struck home.

Scott stopped, and held his breath, _

_ The Exemplar made a sound like agroan, as his sled
listed s_Ilﬁ;(htIy tooneside.

“Quickly, Scott, hit him again!” _
Scott didn’t waste time replying, but poured it on
his visor opened all the way, his yes as wide as he could
make them. For several Seconds, scarlet force lanced
out, and the sled-riding Exemplar was buffeted back,
like a car slowly pushed across the pavement by the
force ofafire-nose blast. _

Finally, Scott could feel his power reserves begin to
wane, the beam graduall?; reduced to little more than a
red light, and he closed the visor’s aperture. _

The blasts ceased, the Capo briefly Surged forward, his
resistance no longer flndmgf anything against which to
push. Then he hung motionless 1n midair for amoment,

“l'am ., . the superior . .." the Capo said, his voice
faintand distant, and then his eyes closed, and he listed
farovertooneside. _

As the Exemplar drifted high overhead like an errant
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balloon, Scott turned to the barefoot, suit-wearing gen-
tleman who’d come to his aid at such acrucial moment.

“Good to see you, Hank,” Scott said, extending his
hand and treating his old friend to his broadest smile.
“What kept you? _ _

‘A, well,” the man named Hank McCoy said, pushing
his glasses up on his nose. “l was down at the Coffee A-Go-
Go In Greenwich Vllla%e, enjo%l_ng the Xulchrltudmous
Prose ofBernard the Poet, when his epic mothous Ode
0 the Bebop Bonobos’ was interrupted by the sounds
ofinvasion. I've beenworking myway uEtown ever since,
but traffic, as I'm sure you can imagine, nas been abeast.”

Scott grinned abitwider, ifsuch athing were possi-
ble. “Have you heard from the others?” ~

Hank shiook his head. “Bobby was down in Texas, as
| understand, while Warren andJean were answering a
call in Detroit.” .

Acloud passed over Scott features, if only momen-
tarily, “They’re b|? enough to take care ofthemselves,”
he said, histone strained. o

Hank reached out a massive hand, and laid it on
Scott’s shoulder. “She’ll be fine, Scott. We've faced
worse and gotten through it unscathed.”

_Scott looked at the confusion of Times Square, the
pitched battle still going on here and there. _

“Have we? This was all done by six extraterrestrial
mutants, Hank. How man;/ do you suppose they’re
keeping in reserve up there?” _

he two men looked skyward, where o.nlgthe bright-
est stars were visible through the city’s light pollution,

Neither ofthem had an answer to that.



All around the world, battles broke out and fires raged,
as more and more of the landers touched down, each
d|sgor%|ng acadre ofthe super-powered Exemplar, BK
now, there was not a man, woman, or child on Eart
who had not heard the news of the invasion. In man
areas, where the combined might ofthe police and mil-
itary were insufficient to combat the invaders, and
where no powered individuals stood in the breach, the
populations had already been herded into hastily
erected containment centers, just hours after the first of
the alien landers touched ground. N

Butin other [places, where the local authorities were
sufficiently well armed and organized, or where super-
heroes or other Powered adventurers were on hand, re-
sistance was still being mounted.

On the astral plane, Doug Ramsey stood, holding
hands with an angel. . .

Well, he wasn't really standing, as such. This was
some sort of idealized self-image, projected telepathi-
cally from his mind, that only seemed to be standing. If
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Doug had a greater degree of self-control, he was sure,
then his body could fake on any shape he imagined,
could fly, crawl, or swim. But Doug imagined himself
standm?, just as he always did, and so that'swhat he ap-
pearedtobe doing. = ,

But it was an angel at his side, that much was certain.
An an%el, strangely, with a butterﬂK over her eyes.

“What?” Betsyhad asked when he’d pointed out the
butterfly. He'djust noticed it, as they materialized side
by side"here on the astral plane, and couldn't help but
mentionit. _ _

“It’s almost like a domino mask,” Doug_explained,
“but it seems to be made out of light, and"is glowing.
Orange, pink and other colors I can't even describe.”

“How stra_ngB ..."” Betsy reached up and touched her
face, and again Doug remembered that this was not her
body, but merely a memory of it. “Let me see, ifyou
dori’t mind.” _ T

Doug feIt_somethmg brush agamst his mind, like
butterfly’s wmgs, and he realized that Betsy had just
reached out and touched his thoughts bnefly.

“’\/er}/ strange, indeed,” Betsy mused. “But amystery
for another time, | think. Now, though our bodies are
still in that little room off the headmaster’s study, so
long as my powers are amplified by Cerebro and you
remain in contact with me, our astral forms are freg to
travel whatever distance we like, to whatever destina-
tion we wish.” _

“Understood.” Doug nodded, marveling at the sen-
sation ofmovmg abody thatwasn't there.

“Verywell,” Betsy said, clapping her hands together.
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“| was able to make contact with my brother in En-
fqland, and the New Mutants in Colorado, because |

ave an image ofthem in my mind. Cerebro apﬁears to
work on a system ofsi/mpath_les, somehow checking
that image against all ofthe minds on the planet, like a
fmgerpr_mt matched against all the entries In a database,
unil it finds the one it’s searching for. In order for us to
contact the X-Men’s allies around the world, you need
only imagine them, one at a time, and via our psychic
connection Il be able to do the rest.”
Doug thought for a moment, and then nodded
a?altr%.”“ eems simple enough. Sowhere do you want to
start’
~ Betsy shrugged. “Distance is no object, and any place
IS as quod asanother.”

“Fair enough,” Doug)answered. “How about we

start close to home, then?”

In Boston, agroup ofyoung mutants wearing uniforms
ofred and black stood in Quincy Market. Doug identi-
fied them as the Hellions, students at the Massachusetts
Academyr, and rivals to the students at the Xavier
School. There'd been bad blood between them and the
New Mutants, and bad blood between their head-
mistress the White Queen and the X-Men, but now
that the Earth was under threat ofinvasion from forces
beyond the stars, such grud_?es andjealousies could be
put aside, at least temporari Y Against a common fog,
mutant stood with mutant, to protect the world itself.

|fthey survived, perhaps, then they could return to
their oldwar. For the moment, they wére allies, ofasort.
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In Ottawa, in the Canadian province of Ontario, a
grouP of heroes Eathered in the shadow of the Parlia-
ment Buildings. Led by awoman wearln%apowersult
emblazoned with the Ted and white of the maple leaf
flag, they numbered a pair of mutant speedsters, agod-
dess, a shaman and his dauglhter, aman of metal and a
master of metal, and a feisty little person. Together, they
were Alpha Flight. In their tlme,_the¥ had Deen allies
then enemies, and then allies again of the X-Men, and
while the mutants ofXavier’s school ranged all over the
world and beyond, the men and women of Alpha Flight
were dedicated to securing the borders of their native
land. But threats to the world at large were threats to
their homeland, aswell, and in the face of an alien in-
vasion the Alphans would not consider surrender.
They stood, shoulder to shoulder, as a phalanx ofin-
vading”Exemplar approached, prePare to raze the
house of Canadian governance to the %round. Alpha
Flight had no intention ofallowing that to happen.

Across the Atlantic, in Glasgow, Scotland, amotley as-
semblage ofscientists and civilians, human and mutant
alike, had gathered together, armed with weapons,
powers, and determination. At their head were a human
woman, Moira MacTag?ert, and the man she loved,
Sean Cassidy. Once amutant, his abilities stripped from
him years before, Cassidy had been a tearaway, a po-
liceman, an unwitting criminal, an adventurer, and a
hero. For atime, he'd’ even been an X-Man. But now,
he was simply a man, looking to protect what was his,
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inwhich count he included the woman at his side. The
head of the Muir Island research facility, Dr. MacTag-
?ert had long been afriend ofthe X-Men, and longera
riend to their founder, Charles Xavier.

With them was an army, but an army of one man,
Numbering in the dozens, and growin b{_ the mo-
ment, the bodies ofJamie Madrox, the Multiple Man,
spilled out into the surroundm? streets. Any impact,
any kinetic energy, was transformed br adrox’s
unique mutant makeup, creatlnﬁ_a complete and au-
tonomous duplicate of Madrox himself These dupli-
cates could be reabsorbed by Madrox’shody atwill, but
ifhe chose, he could let thém continue théir indepen-
dent existence indefinitely. Each body, on its own, was
unremarkable; no stronger than the avera%e man, nor
faster, nor smarter. But taken together, in their dozens,
or even hundreds, the army of Madroxes could be for-
midable, indeed.

Two lovers and an army ofone..TheK stood together,
Scotland’s last line ofdefense against the invaders.

In _TokYo, in the middle ofthe normally crowded Ginza
Strip, two mutants stood back-to-back. Cousins and
sometimes enemies, the two now shared a common
enemy, their feud momentarily forgotten. Both were
scions ofthe Clan 'Yoshida, both born with abilities that
set them apart from their families and their fellow
Japanese. Sunfire, for abriefmoment amember ofthe
X-Men, controlled the nuclear fire that burns at the
heart of the sun itself. Silver Samurai, frequent foe to
Wolverine and his teammates, could direct strange
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energies into the sword he wielded, making it capable
of cutting through virtually any substance short of
adamantium. _ _

“Inthe shadows, far from the bright neon lights ofthe
Ginza, awoman named 1430 with no particular pow-
ers or abilities beyond an aptitude with knives, the abil-
|tg to pick locks, and a complete lack of fear, eyed the
advance of the ExemPIar, wondering how to turn the
situation to her advantage, and considering, for perhaps
the first time, ifthis might not be the time to do some-
thing selfless. To try, for once, to be a hero.

Into the small hours of the mornin?, Doug and Betsy
moved hand in hand through the astral plane, touchin
first ong mind and then another. Coordinating the ef-
forts of the X-Men’s allies around the world, sharing
strategies as to the bestways to defeat the alien invaders,
the two persevered, hoping against hope that this might
not be mankind’s final stand.
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So the kid can change into an¥ kind ofanimal, looks like.
Logan faced offagainst the green-skinned Exemplar,
In those rare moments when his body reverted to a hu-
manoid shape, while transforming from one animal
shape to another, he looked like the Hulk’s scrawny kid
brother. Couldn’t weigh more than one hundred and
fifty pounds, tops, standing only a couple of inches
taller than Logan himself Where all the extra mass was
coming from for each of the transformations, Logan
couldn’t say, but it didn’t seem to matter much. All that
mattered was that the kid was provm% to be more diffi-
cultan opPpnent than Logan would have ?uessed.
That'salright, Logan thought with a tigh
some animal In me, t00. _
_For the last few minutes, Logan had been tussling
with an oversize apelike creature with talons for fingers,
and bI? scalloh)ed ears like bat_mes. With abeIIowm(i
roar of rage, the green_ape-thln% unged at Logan, bu
the X-Man danced easily out ofthe way _
h Thing is, it isn't the animal that counts, most ofthe time. It's
the man.

grin. I 'vegot
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Evidently deciding it was time to try a different strat-
eqy, the Exemplar retreated, and transtormed, first into
askmn}/, green-skinned kid, and then into some sort of
green- urred bear. Its snout open wide, revealing dou-

le rows ofvicious teeth. [twas even taller than the ape-
creature had been, taller than Logan and Peter Rasputin
PUt together. And on the end ofits powerful arms were
ong, razor-sharp claws. o
i Logan smiled. He'd faced bears once or twice in his
ime.

Bears, | know how to handle.

_ Before the newly transformed Exemplar could move
in to attack, Logan surged forward, and swiped his
adamantium claws downward in awide arc, connecting
with the bear-creature’s right arm.

The unbreakable adamantium blades cut through the
green-furred arm like a hot knife through warm butter,
and as Logan’s swing continued its downward arc, the
severed limb flopped onto the pavement at his feet.

Thisll be easier’n | thought. ,

But then, as Logan waiched, the severed arm skittered
across the pavement, like some sort ofstrange, fur-colored
crab. When it touched the bear-thmg’_s foot, it suddenly
flowed like mercury, reabsorbed back into the body.

For a brief insfant, the Exemplar reverted back to
human shape, a momentary expression of discomfort
flashing across his features, and then he treated Logan
to awicked smile. Without preamble, he transformed
again, this time into a giant scorpion, as big as a Cadil-
lac, its tail raised and poised to strike.

Or maybe not.
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Kurt Wagner crouched low, legs compressed like
springs, and then leapt high in the air, I]USt as the beams
ofblack light blasted chunks ofasphalt out ofthe pave-
mentwhere he'd stood.

“You're getting closer, mein Freund,” Kurt laughed.
He dangled from a traffic light, suspended by his pre-
hensile tail. “Keep trying, you're bound to hit me
sooner or later.” o

The pale-skinned, green-eyed Exemplar replied with
awordless moan. _

“What's the matter? Wake up on the wrong side of
the sarcophagus this morning, mummy?”

The Exemplar raised his hands, palms first, and
black light leapt out, lancing directly at the spot where
Kurt dangled.

Bamf.

Kurt displaced a few dozen yards to the north, ap-
pearing in abuffofhrimstone and smoke on top of an
abandoned yellow cab. ,

“Missed .. .again ... " Kurt said, out of breath.

For all his cocksure bravado, this constant ’portlng
and acrobatics was taking its toll. He'd so far manage
to keep a step ahead of the pale-skinned Exemplar, ﬁro-
viding a distraction while giving the civilians who’d

rewouslr crowded the street a chance to get to safety.
ut now that the streets were almost empty, Kurt wasn't
sure how much longer he'd be able to keep it up.

Then, like clockwork, the Exemplar swung around,
and fired anather pair ofblack light beams in Kurt's di-
rection. He teleported out ofharm’sway, but when he
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appeared halfway up the block, he had to hold his side
doubled over, like amarathon runner reaching the end
ofthe race.

Okay, Kurt thought, ruefully. This is growing tire-
SOME. .. .

Peter Rasputin, meanwhile, had problems of his own.
Atthe moment, he clung to the shoulder ofthe glant
woman like atick, asthe Exemﬁlar batted at him with her
massive hands, trying to knock him loose. When they’d
first set to, he'd beenworried about her treading on In-
nocents underfoot, but in the time that he'd been occu-
p¥|ng her, most of the_Pe_destrlans had fled to the safety
otthe surrounding bui qus, or down into the subway
tunnels, be¥ond the Exemplars’ immediate reach.

Now, of course, Peter had to work out what to do
next. Sadly, his strategy had not extended much beyond
harassing'the giant, and he wasn't quite sure what his
next course ofaction should be.

The woman had grown to such asize that Peter was
no taller than one ot her fingers was long. He'd con-
tented himselfwith tuEgm at her earlobe and deliver-
ing punches to her neck andjaw, but they'd proven little
more than irritants. 1fhe was going to end this skirmish,
he’d have to find away to do a bit more damage.

And then he saw it.

|thung on the side ofa theater, above the marquee.
The giant’s struggles had carried them farther up
Broadway, away from Times Square, so that now they
were in the theater district. ,

A giant metal lightning bolt, it was a promotion for
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the new Arkon: The Musical. It was easily twenty-five
feet Ion?, made out ofa skin ofaluminuni over askele-
ton of steel.

Da, Peter thouqht. That should do. _

Peter grabbed the giant woman’s earlobe, steering
her like ahorse on a lead. As he’d hoped, she Pulled 0
one side, coml\r}\? closer to the theater and the giant
I|ghtn|n? bolt. When they were only a short distance
away, Peter leapt offjumping as far and as fast as his legs
V\{OU[d propel him, launching like a missile at the the-
ater.

He landed with ashower of sparks on the top ofthe
marquee. The lightning bolt wasjust within reach, and
with little effort he was able to wrest it from its moor-
ings.
g“Over here!” he called out, and the giant woman
spun around.

~ Before the Exemplar could react, Peter swung the
lightning bolt like a baseball bat, its end connecting
with her chin, .

As the giant fell to Earth, insensate, Peter felt apang
of guilt. 1tsomehow didn’t seem right, doing violence
to any woman, however dangerous she might be.

Muttering abrlefa?ology to the unconscious giant,
he carefully returned the now-man?Ied lightning bolt
prop to it moorings. From his vantage point atop the
mar_ciuee, he was unable to see the street dwectly below,
but itappeared that all pedestrians had cleared the area,
and s, shouting down for anyone below to stand clear,
he leapt to the ground. . _

He landed, still armored, with a deafening thud.
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From behind him came a slight moaning sound.

“Bozhe moi!” Peter shouted, alarmed. “Have I hurt
someone?” o

He spun around, and behind him, only a half-dozen
feet away, stood a pale-skinned, green-eyed Exemplar,
who held his hands out before him, palms forward,

Before Peter could react, twin beams of black light
lanced from the Exemplar’s palms, striking him point
blank. And then the world went black.

Knocked unconscious, Peter was unable to maintain
the levels of concentration needed to sustain his ar-
mored form, so that by{ the time his body struck the
pavement, he was merely flesh and bone.

‘The pale-skinned Exemplar slowly stepped closer,
raising his hands to finish the task.

“Cornin’through!” S

The Exemplar glanced over, mouth opened lightly in
the barest hint ot confusion, and before he could re-
spond_Lo%an barreled into him like a freight train,
knockl_n% he Exemplar off balance and sending the
black light beams shooting harmlessly offinto the night

Sky.

“Nightcrawler!” Logan shouted, wheeling around
and facing the giant green scorpion lumbering close be-
hind him. “Front and center!”

Kurt teleported in, appearing just a couple of feet
from Peter’s side. _ _

“Get Petey out of here, will ya?” Logan said, and
scrammed himself, just in time to avoid being impaled
by the scorpion’s tale. Behind him, the pale-skinned
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Exemplar regained his footing, and raised his hands,
palms first, menacmgly. _ _ _
) t‘What about you?"Kurt said, kneeling down beside
eter,

“Don’t worry about me, elf,” Logan said with a
smile, turning fo the pair of Exemplar advancm? on
him. “These two’ll keep me entertained for a little
while, at least.”



Kitty Pryde wasn't sure what time it was. Sometime in
the ‘early mor_nm(]; hours, she ﬂuessed. She felt like
they’d been at it al_nl(%ht and rea % she supposed, they
had. It had been right at sunset that the Blackbird had
brought them from the Xavier mansion, and Kitty
wouldn’t be surprised to see the sun pinking the eastern
skyany minute now.

Oh, boy, is tomorrow going to be a heck of a day, she
thought ruefully.

This was gom% on all over the world, whatever the
hour, whatever the time of daY. A while hack, Betsy
Braddock had checked in with the team, telepathlcallﬁ,
with Dou%Ramsey riding shotgun, psionically spea
ing. Betsyhad been busy co_ordlnatm% the resistance to
the Exemplar invasion, redirecting the X-Men’s allies
from places where they weren’t as needed to places
where they were. The only problem was, as the night
wore on—or day, on the oloposne.mde ofthe planet, if
you wanted to get technical about it—there were fewer
and fewer places where the defenders weren't needed,
and more and more places where they were,
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Kitty wasn’t one to use pessimism as a first resort.
Heck, her outlook was so sunnY she could practically
have starred in her own animated musical comﬁ_lete
with cute little anthropomorphized animal sidekicks
and a dreamy Prince Charming to win over. But she
was beginning to suspect that this might be a fight they
couldn’twin, _

(At least, the fight she was in was one she couldn’t
win,

|t must have been hours that she and the Exemplar
telekine in the yellow-and-black getup and purple
|h_ekadéjress had been going at it, but to Kitty it felt only
ike days.

I'm %eat, she thoufgiht, a she Fhased through an air-
borne motorcycle, tlying riderless and end over end
through the air. I wonder i this chkk will agree to a tempo-
rary ceasefire, potty break, and snack time?
~ The motorcycle crashed into a city bus, and burst
into flames.

I’r_nguessmg nt. .

Kitty had been fighting a mostly defensive battle so
far. Her strat_egr had been to get'the civilians out of
harm’s way first, and then see If there was any we_lly of
neutralizing the threat posed by the telekine. That
meant that, for the first few hours, she’d been grabhing
hold of hapless tourists and pedestrians, phasing them
down through the city streets, and depositing them
safely on the subway’ platforms below. Then she’d
swum up through the stone and soil and concrete once
more, and done the whole thm% over again.

There'd not been hide nor hair of a civilian above
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ﬂ{ound in close to thirty minutes, and Kitty hoped that
e last ofthem had cleared offto safety. O fcourse, that
meant that, as a result, shewas the solé remaining focus
oftgel_ter!efklme’s attention, and target of her displeasure.
elightful.
A sﬁortwhile before, their battle had carried them
into and through the Port Authority Bus Terminal.
Kitty had felt her strength begin to flag, her body weak
and weary, but there was nothing to perk up your spir-
its like dodging a city bus thrown at you at high speed.
Adrenaline rushing, KIHK had led the telekine on a
merry chase, back out ofthe Port Authority—and away
from'the civilians Kitty herselfhad phased'into the un-
gerground passage heneath it—and down toward the
0CKS.

Now, the Hudson River was just a block or two
away, and Kitty could feel the slight drop in tempera-
ture as they approached. o

The temperature started to rise again uneerctedIy,
and Kitty turned to see the fiery twist ofwreckage that
had moments ago been the motorcycle and the bus,
slowly drag across the pavement toward her.

She glanced over at the telekine, who hovered a few
feet offthe ground, advancing from a hundred or so
yards away. © U

‘Are you kidding me with this?” Kitty said, hands on
her hips. “Notjustabus, but abus onftre?\” _

“Surrender, degenerate,” the telekine said, her voice
flat and affectless. “Resistance is pointless.”

“Bite me,” Kitty snapped back. _

In response, the bus-and-motorcycle flaming wreck
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picked up speed, sending up showers of sparks as the
metal scraped cruelly across the pavement.

Kitty barely had the energt){ to phase, t0o tired to
move [eft or right, and as the flaming wreckage passed
through her body, she could feel the heat prickling the
flesh ofher cheeks and hands. _

“Cripes,” Kitty said under her breath. “Does this
chick ever get tired?” .

Kitty turned and looked at the telekine, her shoul-
ders slumped. The telekine raised her arms, and Kitty
knew that she was omg in for akilling blow.

Just then, astreak ofblack and green'blurred in from
one side, stoppingjust behind the Exemplar.

“Hey, Kitty, mind if we switch partners for a sec?”
Rogue said.

efore Kitty could answer, Rogue reached around
and covered the Exemplar’s eyes with her bare hands.

“Guess who,” Rogue said, as the telekine suddenly
wetnt limp, like a marionette whose strings had been
CUt,

Ro%ue let go, and the Exemplar collapsed to the

round.
g “Hey, goodjob with ...” Kitt){ began to call out.

Rogue looked UR’ and casually Interrupted. “Hey,
watch out there, Kitty.” .

Kitty felt a breeze on her cheek, and phasedjust as a
towering figure with huge muscles and golden skin bar-
reled through her. o

“Thanks for the heads-up,” KlttY said mirthlessly.

_The golden behemoth was clearly confused, stop-
ping short and looking underfoot for the girl he was
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sure he'djust Plowed under. That hesitation was all the
advantage Kitty needed. Drawing on some unknown
reserves of stréngth, she took three running steps for-
ward, and then vaulted into the air,just like She’d prac-
ticed in Stevie Hunter’sdance class.
She was pretty sure, though, that Stevie hadn’t had
anything like this in mind for the dance step.
“Landing gracelessly on the golden behemoth’s back,
Kitty wrapped both afms around his thick, golden neck,
and then phased hoth of them. _
“Giddy up,” Kitty said, and hung on for dear life.
It was a tricky proposition, of course. Even thouqh
Kitty and the EXemplar were both phased, and so could
Eass harmlessly through people and objects alike, so
ong as they remained in ﬁhyswal contact th_eY could
still touch each other, which meant he could still do her
some serious damage. It was all Kitty could do to keep
from gettlng swatted off his back, while keeping him
phased so that he couldn’t hurt anyone else. _
It was ;}ust like riding a bucking bronco, Kitty
quessed. She’d never ridden abronco, but she’d seen it
on TV atime or two. Ofcourse, she didn’t have arodeo
clown there to help her, should she fall of the Exem-
plar’sback ,
What she did have, though, was a superstrong friend,
which was almost as good. S
~ “Thanks, Kitty,” Rogue said, hovering in midairjust
in front of them. “I think we can switch back, now.”
Kitty sighed with relief. “He’s all yours!”
Still'phased, Kitty pushed offthe metal man’sback
The instant they broke contact, the Exemplar was solid
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once more, while Kitty gently airwalked back down to
earth, slow as a falling leaf. o
Rogue, who now possessed the abilities of the
telekine, crossed her arms over her chest, o
“No point'n getting my hands dirtied,” she said with

asly grin,
X\sgthough in the grip of an invisible hand, the
golden behemoth suddenly lifted up off the ground,
and before he could do more than bellow wordl,essly,
Wwas sent fllppln? end over end, high in the air, finally
splashing down Tar out in the Hudson River.

Kitty sIumBed to the ground, exhausted.

“This has been fun, Rogue,” she said wearily. “We
should do it every night.” _

“Rogue, Shadowcat!” shouted a voice from some-
where nearby. “Let’s go!” o _

_ Kitty rolled her head around, looking in the direc-
tion ofthe voice. . _

|t was Scott Summers runnlngcat a healthy clip to-
\évahrd éhem, a barefoot Hank McCoy following close

ehind.

“HeK,. look,” Rogue said, pointing languidly, “Scott’s
found hisselfaBeast.” _

Scott skidded to a halt just before them, breathing
heavily. Hankjoined him amoment later,

“Good evening, Rogue,” Hank said mannerly,
sounding scarcely out ofbreath. He turned, and nod-
ded in Kitty’s direction. “Ms. Pryde.”

“So,” Kitty said, “how’s Kour_ evenin’ been, hoys?”

Scott gave her asharp look, his expression taut.

“This isn’t working,” he said. “We’re managing to
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fight a holding action, and nothing more. We've occu-
pied the invaders Ion% enou%h formost ofthe civilians
In the area to get to shelter, but the longer we stay and
fight, the more collateral damag,e there will be, and the
greater the risk ofthe deaths otinnocents.”
~“Itwould seem,” Hank put in thoughtfully, “that a
dlfferentapﬁroach isin order.” o
“You took the words out of my mouth,” Kitty said.
A faint whine sounded from out over the Hudson,
and Kitty leapt to her feet, wheeling around, expecting
to see the return ofthe golden Exemplar or one of his
fellow invaders. o
Instead, the Blackbird hove into view, _
At the controls sat Kurt, wearing a pilot’s cap on his
dark curls, awhite scarfwrapged around his neck.
“Did anyone call for a taxi?” his voice boomed over
the spy plane’s external loudspeakers. .
“Okay, everyone,” Scott said. “Pile in.” He pointed
to the unconscious telekine laying a short distance off,
“Let’s bring her with us, We might just be able to get
some answers from her.” _
“What kind’a answers, Scott?” Rogue asked, using
her temporary powers of telekinesis to lift the unmov-
ing Exemplar'into the air. o
“Just how to defeat these Kh'thon, one imagines,”
Hanksad,
Yes,” Scott said seriously. “For starters.”



The sunwas rising over the waters ofthe Sargasso Sea,
and vx{lth{,n the high tower cell, signs of life were begin-
ning to stir.

I?ee had slept fitfully on the cold stone floor, ifat all,
but if their snores were any indication, Paolo and the
others hadn't had that Problem. She'd finally fallen
asleep, sometime shortly before dawn, only to be
awaken in short order by a babble ofvoices from out-
side the high, narrow window.

Ahabble ofvoices? o

Lee satbolt upright. She was hearing voices.

Normally 1'd expect that 1o be a sign of madness, Lee
couldn’t help thinking, smiling slightly. I suppose it de-
pends on what they tell metodo. _

But it was clear that these voices had nothing to do
with Lee. At least, not directly. Andjudging by the an-
noyed and worried expressions of hier crew, the others
were hearing them, too. _

Lee stood and moved closer to the window. From
her vantage point, all she could see beyond was clear
blue sky, but ifshe titled her head and strained her hear-
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ing, she could make out individual voices, sounding as
though they were coming from below. She picked outa
few words of English from one, a smattering of Ger-
man from another. o

_“That there’s Por_tuFuese,” Paolo said, raising up on
his elbows, eyes squinting Sleepily. _ ,

“Come on over here, old man,” Lee whispered im-
patiently. “Give me alegup.” _

It had taken some maneuvering, and more than alit-
tle complaining on the part ofthe old man, but in short
order Lee was standing on Paolo’s shoulders, stretching
her legs, neck, and hack as far as she was able.

‘Almost... gotit...” ,

With the final fraction of an inch her neck was able
to extend, her pulse roaring in her ear, Lee was able to
peer out the window. She could see only a small seg-
ment of the courtyard below, but that'was enough.
Down there, in some kind of enclosure, were men,
women, and children of all races and nations. Individ-
ually or in small clusters and groups, they moved ran-
domly around their small enclosure, desperate to find a
wa{out, and fallmgL.

_ Lee couldn’t make out much ofwhat they were say-
ing, but the expressions on their faces were plaim
enou%h. They were terrified. _ .

A ,){ou waken,” said avoice from behind her. “This
one is pleased.” o
Startled, Lee barely mana?_ed to avoid falling flat on
her back which starting out five and halffeet up in the
air, would have been none too comfortable. As it was, she
was scarcely able to maintain her balance, and she
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|urched gracelessly to the ground, I_andmt‘;wnh asicken-
ing thud on her left leg, her foot twisted atawrong angle.

She stifled the bloodcurdling scream that rushed to
her throat, but tears stung the comers of her eyes. Lee
was sure that she’d sprained her ankle, ifshe was lucky,
perhaps even broken it, if she weren't _
_Hobbling painfully, she collapsed into something
like asitting position against the wall, just beneath the
high window, and looked up into the smiling face of
Vox Septimus. He had brought with him a'tray, on
which were arranged bowls of some sort of greenish
sludge. He set the tray on the ground and when he
backed away, his crystal rod hel casualIY before him,
Richie crawled over and grabbed the howls, sliding one
to each ofthe crew,
~ “Mornin’,Vox,” she mana(ied, not atrace ofwarmth
in her voice. She picked up the bowl that Richie had
slid over her way and sniffed. It smelled profoundly un-
pleasant, but Lée was hungry_enough not to mind too
much. She took ahite, and discovered the stufftasted
even worse, It was, at least, filling. Around bites, she
continued. ‘_‘Somethmﬁ_. .. we can do for you?”

~Vox Septimus tilted his head to one side, and turned
his ear toward the high window.

~‘Ah, s0 you have heard the sounds of the new ar-
rivals. Splendid.”

“Justwhat you doin’with all them people, anyway?”
Merrick asked, his tone amixture of fear and anFer.
~ “These are those in whom the randomizing element
IS present but not ¥et expressed,” Vox Septimus said
simply. He turned trom the window to face Lee. She
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noticed that no matterwho Sﬁoke, he always addressed
his answers to her. It was the product of living in a
deeply hierarchical society, she assumed. “They have
been culled from those population centers the Exem-
ﬁlar cohorts have pacified since yesterday, and brought
ere to the (:|t¥ of Dis for closer examination.”
_ The pain other injured ankle throbbing in her head
like a kettle drum, Lee tried not to think about all that
the word “cull” suggested. She tried to puzzle out the
servitor’s circuitous, obfuscated meaning instead. He
had said “randomizing element.” Lee had established in
earlier conversation that the servitors used the phrase to
mean the X-gene. o
“fou mean .. she began, then paused, weighing
the implications for a moment before continuing.
“These are all mutants?” 3 o
Vox Septimus glanced at the ceiling, considering his
reply. “Whether these are ‘mutants’asyou term them—
congenitally modified—or ‘mutates—modified in later
life through accident or design, each ofthese specimens
I$ in some way gifted, when compared to unaugmented
individuals such as this one. Some of them may even
have cafpabllltles that they don’t yet know themselves.
Living feral, as you have, your %eople have bred without
any limitations or controls. There is no way of telling
what characteristics these may have. But there is a
chance that theY could be ofuse to the Kh'thon.”
There was that suggestion again, implicit in the
servitor’swords, but never said outright.
“And what about those that don't prove to be ofuse?”
Lee asked, eyes narrowed,
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“Oh,” Vox Septimus said with a casual shrug, “their
remains will be disposed of quickly.” He paused, and
then gestured to the bowls ofgreen sludge they were all
eating, helpfully adding, “Possibly even reconstituted
into nutritional supplements.”  *

, tI]_ee looked down at the half-finished bowl of gunk
in horror.



24

Betsy Braddock was stretched out on acouch in the day
room, as the first light of dawn Rmked_the sky in the
east. Here in the west wm? of the Xavier mansion, it
was still dark the only illumination from a green-
shaded floor lamp, and the lights leaking in from the
kitchen, where Doug Ramsey was fixing them a fresh
pot of coffee. S

They had spent the night with their bodies in the
Cerebro chamber, their minds roaming the astral plane.
For the moment, Betsy had decided, both body and
mind could use abreak:

Betsy had always considered herself well traveled.
She’d been all over the UK and Ireland, and spent a
summer in France, and vacationed once on the island
of Malta. Now that she’d come to the States—with a
horizon-expanding side trip into another dimension
along the way—she felt that she'd hit the_hlghllghts.
And yet, in the last hours, her astral projection had
roamed the four corners of the globe, seeing through
the eyes of others places Betsy had never imagined
she’d see for herself.
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And now, all that Betsy wanted to see was darkness.
In the low light, she lay with her eyes squeezed shut,
seeing onI?/ ared-lidded darkness, orie arm thrown over
her face, the other across her beily. She realized that
she'd been wearing the same clothes for the last twenty-
four hours, and that her hair must look a state. N ot that
it mattered, really. Not here at the end ofthe world.

She heard the X-Men with her mind before the
sound of their approach reached her ears. Their
thoughts, as weary and disorcered as her own, wafted
through the ether’like distant shouts echoing in a vast,
dark cave. o

“Better get some more mugs, Doug,” she said with-
out opening her eyes.

When the others barreled through the door, Peter
Rasputin in the lead carrying the unconscious form of
an Exemplar invader, Bets¥ was standing near the front
window, a steaming cup of coffee in hand, watching as
the light ofthe rising sun slowly swept across the Xavier
estate from east to west, the long shadows slowly
emerging from the gloom as the light brightened suffi-
cient to ﬁlve them definition. ets¥ mused as to
whether the shadows had been there all along, hidden
:cn t{]elgloammg, orifthe light had created them in the
irst place. _ _
Don't be daft, girl, Betsy said, and took a long sip of
her scaldmg hot coffee to wake herself. O fcourse the
light makes the shadows. That’s what lights do. .
|t came ofheing uP all night, an taxmgf_bod , mind,
and spirit to the limits, thinking such foolish thoughts
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when there was more important work to be done. De-
te[mmmgfjust what the X-Men intended with their
prisoner, Tor one. _ _

“Put her there,” Scott Summer said, all business,
pointing toward the couch where Betsy had been only a
shortwhile before. _

As Peter deFosned his burden on the cushions, sur-
prisingly gentle, takmg great care not to jostle the Ex-
emplar unnecessarily, Scott strode right up to Betsy, his
expression set. _ o _

“| need you to read her mind,” he said simply, with-
out so much as ahy-your-leave.

‘And good morning to you, aswell, Mr. Summers,”
Betsy said, eyeing him over the lip of her coffee mug.
trusf the da%fm SyoU passm%well?” _

Twin lights flared behind the ruby-quartz visor, and
Scott’s hands stiffened at his sides. “Look, we don't
have time for games .. o

“No, Scott, we don't,” Betsy shot back, cutting him
offwith a wave of her hand. "And while | appreciate
thatyou and yours have been busy safequarding lives all
night, it’s been none too \oleasant or easy for me and
Doug here at home base, | can assure rou. Now,” she
set her coffee cup down, harder than planned, some of
|tHostI|n% over onto the polished wood ofthe side table.
“'m r?er ectly willing to do as you ask, but 1'd remind
gou that I'm not formally amember ofyour little merry

and yet, and respond much better to requests than to
command. And come to that, so far as I'm aware, you're
not exactlsya_ member in good standmg atthe moment,
areyou? So ifit’sall the same to you, Scott, I'd ask that
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you keep things civil, and I'm sure the end ofthe world
WI||,U_St g0 swmmmfgl;r].” _

“l like her, Cyke,” the man called Logan said, col-
lapsing into an upholstered chair and ?ropplnﬂ his feet
on a Louis Quatorze table takmﬁ a long pull on the
beer he'd already fetched from the kitchen. “She re-
minds me ofme, at that age.”

“Oh, ick,” Kitty said, comm? around the hallway
from the foyer, “Abeer? This early? Really, Lo_?an?”

“Heck pun’kin, itaint earI)(,” Logan said with awan
smile. “It’sjust really, really late.” _

Kitty scowled at'him, but then caught sight of the
coffee ‘service out of the corner of her eye, and her
scowl turned into a hungry smile. “Java!” she said, and
pounced on the cart. . _

With a puffofhrimstone and an almost impercepti-

ble bamf, Kurt teleﬁort_ed into the room, and perched on
the mantel over the fireplace. Doug came in from the
kitchen, and then Rogue entered from-the foyer, with a
man in adisheveled business suit and tie askew follow-
ing close behind. Bets%_was not sure which fact was
most remarkable, that his feet were bare, or that each
was easily twice the size ofanormal foot, .
Kitty Fulped her coffee, and then winced as the
scalding [iquid hit the back of her throat, but (1U|ckly
went back for another sip. Swallowmg it loudly, she
glanced over at the newcomer, then to Betsy,

“Betsy Braddock, Hank McCoy. Hank McCoy,
Betsy Braddock.”

“Charmed, my dear Ms. Braddock” the gentleman
said, stepping across the rug in a couple oflong strides
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and taking Betsy’s hand in his. “I'm sorry we weren't
able to meet under better circumstances.”

“Dr. McCoy was one ofthe foundmr};X-Men along
with Mr. Summers,” Doug put in, helpfully, and Betsy
couldn’t help but detect a note ofjealousy hidden in his
tone. “His code name is Beast.”

Betsg glanced at Doug, nodding, and then back to
Hank. She smiled, shaking his hand. “What a desper-
ately mapBroprlate name for such arefined gentleman.”

Hank beamed. “Ah, a lady of exacting tastes, that
much is obvious. You'l have to excuse my colgnomen,
dear lady. Itwas chosen for me by our teacher, Professor
Charles Xavier, and I'm afraid that tact was never one of
his strong suits.”

From across the room, Betsy could hear Doug mut-
ter, “You can say that again.”

: ?cott cleared his throat loudly, and got everyone’s at-
ention.

“Okay, S0 now everyone knows ever%one, and we've
all been reminded to’be on our best behavior. Now,
seeing that we're staring down the barrel of Armaged-
don here, would anyone mind ifwe got on with the
business at hand?” S

“Nah, sugah,” Rogue said, _3|tt|ngI cross-legged on
the ft|100rd her clothes and hair disheveled. You go right
on ahead.”

Scott sighed, and then turned to look at the uncon-
scious Exemplar stretched out on the couch,

“Rogue, you touched minds with this woman when
you absorbed her powers, didn’t you? What can you tell
Us about her masters, the Kh'thon?”
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“Well,” Rogue said, rubbing her chin thoughtfully
with a gloved hand. “Most ofwhat | absorbed's already
gone, I'm afraid, but little impressions remain.”

“What kind of impressions?” Hank said, holding a
coffee cup in adainty grip, his pinky extended,

“Bad ones,” Rogue said, brows lowered. “Whatever
these Kh'thon yahoos are, it ain't good.” _ _

Scott turned back to Betsy. “So,” he said wearily.
“Cawou read her mind or not?”

i ﬁll,” Betsy said, her lips pursed, “all you had to do
Was ask.”

Doug wanted to do something, wanted to help, but all
he could do was watch. Even though he'd spent the
whole night at Betsy’s side, guiding her when neces-
sary, lending her his'strength when possible, now that
the X-Men had reentered the picture, he was shoved
?ack_ tmto the background again, just another article of
urniture,

Betsy sat at the end ofthe couch, the head ofthe un-
conscious Exemplar cradled in her lap. She had her
hands on either side of the strange woman’s smooth,
hairless head, one on each temple, and her eyes were
closed in concentration. o

“She’s not going to wake up during this, is she?”
Betsy said uneasily, opening her eyes a fraction and
glancing around the room. _ _

“We're right here if she does, darlin’” Logan said,
giving a litle salute with his half-empty bottle ofbeer

m_E)h.” Betsxgaveahttle smirk. “I must say, that
simplyfills me with confidence.”
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With a final glance and a quick wink at Doug, she
closed her eyes again.

Then, nothing. .

Betsy sat still as a statue, her hands frozen in place,
her mouth han mP slightly open but immobile. The
onl 3|?_n of life that came from her was the slight rising
and falling of her chest.

“Betsy,” Scott said, gently. “Can you hear ...”

Suddenly, Betsy satbolf upright, her eyes wide and
white. Her mouth opened in awide “o” of surprise, and
she gasped. , o

owever, Doug noticed that at no time did her
hands break contactwith the Exemplar’s temples.
. “Slee ..+ Betsy said, her voice rough and ragged.
eel...

She threw her head from one side to the other, eges
darting, as though tr>{|ng to escape from something, but
fmdwag herselfunable to move.

“I don't like this, Cyke,” Logan said quardedly,

: ‘(‘jNglther do I,” Doug said louder than he'd in-
ended.

~ “Justhang on asecond, everybodK,” Kitty said, keep-
ing her eyes on Betsy. “Give her achanceto ...”

“I see’it!” Betsy Shouted, lookin strmght forward,
her eyes opened so wide that white showed all around.

“Seewhat, Ms. Braddock?” Hank asked gently.

“The fleet. The Kh'thon. The fleet of the Kf'thon,
Oh dear, oh dear. It's blgqer, bigger, so much bigger
than I°d imagined. Ships as large as moons, and without
count. And more, and more, and more ofthem. Com-
Ing, coming, coming.”
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“What about the Kh’thon?” Scott said, his tone level
but insistent. “What about the Kh'thon themselves?”
“'can... Ican't... lcan...” Betsy shook her head
again, and closed her eyes tight. “Hard to see. There
are ... fingerprints’ . . - telepathic traces of their pres-
ence, oftheir passage, all over this woman’s mind. And
even these small traces are . ., inhuman. Unhuman.
Notjust alien, but utterly alien, mcomﬂrehensmlyahen.
We'e never experienced anythlngi like these before.”
h‘_‘tl don't like this,” Doug Tepeated, lips drawn and
white,

“Show us,” Scott insisted, reaching forward a hand,
gently touching Betsy’s shoulder. “Can you share with
Us what you're feeling, what you're seeing?”

“Hey, now.” Rogue said, sitting upright. “I don*t
know about all this,”

“Yes,” Betsy said before anyone could respond.
“Here. See.” _ .

Suddenly, Doug’s mind opened up, and pure evil
poured in.

Betsy had been right. Theg had never experienced any-
thing like these creatures before. No one had, in living
memory. Except for the Exemplar and the other servi-
tors ofthe Kh'thon, of course, but they had been so
fundamentally altered by the exposure, so deeply
changed, that they weren't really human anymore, at
least not at their core. Genetically, to be sure, and bio-
[0(\;|cally, but their minds, their minds, had been twisted
into shapes that no human should have to endure.
These were briefglimpses which Betsy had caught,
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and which she was now sharing with the others, Little
more than fingerprints, glancing traces, but even brush-
ing up against them made one feel an unease that
seeped down to the core oftheir being. These were not
natural things, these beings who claimed to come from
Earth’s unimaginably distant past. They were monsters,
fiends far stran%er than anything dreamt by H. R Love-
craft, the truth behind humanity’s darkest nightmares.
And they were coming to Earth,

Betsy broke contact, pulling her hands away from the
woman’s temples, looking at her fingertips as if she'd
never seen them before. _

“Mein Gott, " Kurt said, his hand over his eyes.
“Flamin’ heck,” Logan a?reed, nodding, _
 Hank rubbed his [ower Tip with one of his massive
fingers, his expression thoughtful. “Well, it was cer-

tainly ... instructive.” _

“Yeah?” Kitty said, her mouth a moue of distaste.
“How do you flgure?“ ,

“Well,” Hank answered, “if at least part of the
Kh'thon’sclaim is true, and they were present on Earth
at some time in prehistory, then'we could be looking at
the roots of some of mankind’s oldest mythoIQ(I;les. It
may well be that the legends of demons and devils in all
the world’s cultures might devolve from dim racial
memories of the Kh'thonic beings from humanity’s
distant past.” _ o

“Which is flamin’ fascinatin’, I'm sure,” Logan
scoffed, “but that don’t get us any closer to stavin”off
doomsday, now does it?
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“Actually,” Betsy said, her voice sounding strained, “!
was able to ?Iean something useful, | think”

All eyes turned on her, and no one sPoke. _

“There is a flaw in the defenses of the Kh'thonic
Collective, it seems,” Betsy went on, labored. “This Ex-
emplar was aware of the problem, though she knew it
was heresy ever to voice it to her superiors.”

“What s it?” Peter asked, wide eyed.

“The ships ofthe Kh'thonic fleetare .he.aV|IYsh|eIded
and armed,” Betsy answered, “and individually would
be far beyond Earth’s ahility to defeat. But the systems
on each are slaved to a master control within the
Khthonic Fathership. It seems that the Kh'thon them-
selves, who all ride in the master vessel, prefer to retain
afinal control over their slaves, in the rare chance that a
group of them might prefer freedom to servitude and
r1se Up against them.”

“And this heIEs us how, exactly?” Rogue asked.

“Well,” Hank said, before Betsy could answer, “I
would have thought that much to be obvious.”

Everyone looked athim expectantly.

Hank sighed. “Simply put, ifwe were to find a way
to disable the ships’ defenses from within the Father-
ShIB itself, then the fleetwould be vulnerable to attack”

eter shook his head, the thought clearly over-
whelming him,
k‘iﬂand just what kind ofattack would that be?” Logan
asked.

Hank gave a sly smile. “I have a Suggestion,” he said.
“Which, while suitably ironic, is something 1 suspect
that none ofyou is going to like very much,



“Sentinels?!”
~ Everyone looked at Hank McCoy as though he'd
JustsProuted horns from his head. - _

“I told you that you wouldn't like it,” he said.

They were ?athered in the kitchen, eating a hastily
prepared breakfast, and m_akln%pllans. Betsy had man-
aged to telepathically switch their Exemplar prisoner
“off,” rendering her unconscious until such time as
Betsy delivereda psionic wake-up call, and they’d in-
stalled the prisoner in a secured room down i the
medical facilities in sub-basementone.

“Okay, Hank,” Scott said, warily, fork poised over a
half-eaten Rl_ate ofeggs. “I think you're going to need to
sell us on this one.’ _

Hank smiled. Always the cautious one, was Scott.
He had heen, ever since they were kids. Not that Scott
was ever akid, not really. They’d been teenagers when
they’d met, years ago, but Scott had already thought
and acted like an old man. Oh, he had the insecurities
ofchildhood Imgermgbabout him like afog, to be sure;
Hank thought it possible that Scott would never leave
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those completely behind, But in his manner, his style of
dress, in his attitudes, Scott always seemed as old as
Professor Xavier, ifnot even older. _

At least the professor could manage asmile, now and
again. Not so dour old Scott. Hank Telt as close to him
asabrother, closer than an){one in his biological family,
but in many ways they couldn’t have been more differ-
ent. Hank, who since childhood had looked like a
shaved ape but had the brain ofan Einstein, and who
spent years at a time as blue and furry as a Muppet,
couldn’t help but see the humor in any situation. For
him, being amutantwasn't some kind of curse, or bur-
den. As far as Hank was concerned, being amutant was
fun. IThe’d been aregiular uy, aworka %%/ oe like his
father had been, would he have been an X-Man, or an
Avenger, would he have been able to travel through
space and time, to other worlds and other dimensions,
having adventures all the while? Not hardly. ..

Hank_drzég ed himselfhack to the Present moment
as he noticed the incredulous stares ofthe other X-Men
gathered around the long table.

“Look,” he said at length, his tone jaunty, “based on
the images that Betsy shared teleﬁathlcally —he spared
anod toward the British telepath at the table’s far end,
who looked a hit worse for wear—“I've made some
back-of-a-napkin calculations regardln? the size and ca-
pacities ofthe Kh'thonic Collective’s tlotilla. And I've
come to the inescapable conclusion that the ships are
simply too large for any conventional weapons to do
much damage, assuming on the one hand that we were
able to get the weapons into orbit in the first place, and
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on the other that we were somehow able to disable the
flotilla’s defense systems on the Kh'thonic Fathership.”
~ Hank paused for amoment to let that sink in. Even
ifthey were to do the impossible, and render the ships
vulnerable, their chances of actually doing the sh||os ar]r
harm with conventional weapons were virtually nil.

“That said,” he continued, “there are large, adaptable
weapons on Earth, capable of reaching escape velocity
under their own power, with sufficient armament to
make aconsiderable dent in the Kh'thonic fleet.”

He glanced around the table. It was Kitty who said
what everyone was thinking.

“The Sentinels.” o

“Precisely, Kitty,” Hank said, like a teacher com-
mending a promising student.

He could tell from the expressions around the table
that none ofthe X-Men were very pleased at the idea of
using Sentinels, ?lant robots designed to hunt and kill
mutants. Each ofthem had faced the metallic menaces at
one time or another and barely survived to tell the tale.

“Now,” Hank said, “I concede that the prospects are
unsavory, to say nothing of aesthetically disharmonious
but | am quick to point out that there are, scattered
around the globe In varying states of disrepair, any
number of decommissioned and lpartlaIIY demolished
Sentinels. |fwe were somehow able to get them up and
running in short order, | believe we'd increase our
chances o,fdefeatmg_that fleet exppnenhallkl.” _

“Even ifsuch athingwere possible,” Pefer Rasputin
said, rubbing the back of his neck, “how would we ac-
tivate so many Sentinels?”
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‘And how are we meant to control them ifwe do?”
Kurt put in, balanced on the back of awooden chair.

“Yeah,” Kitty said, setting her glass down on the
table, “when th_ex’re u[) and running, aren’t they usually
pretty busy with that whole kill-all-mutants' thing?”

“Ordinarily, 1'd agree with all three of you,
heartily,” Hank said. “But as some ofyou may be aware
| sometimes do freelance consulting for SHIELD and
other government agencies. Ther often call on me to
va' e anew perspective on nettlesome questions, or
0 draw upon my rather, shall we say, unique experi-
ence. Just last week, | was asked to give an opinion on
some satellite surveillance photos. SHIELD was mon-
itoring counterinsurgency forces in the South Ameri-
can republic of Santo Marco when their satellites
Elcked up somethln% strange a short distance away in

cuador. It had been there for years, evidently, but ntil

now no one had bothered to"look in that direction.”

“Whatwas it?” Doug asked. _

For a brief moment, the humor left Hank’s voice,
_atnq,ms smile faded. “An abandoned Master Mold facil-
Ity :

Across the table, Kitty blanched, and Logan’s claws
popged from between his knuckles.
_“Excuse me, a what?” Betsy said, raising her hand
like aschoolchild askln%a uestion.

“The birthplace of the Sentinels,” Scott answered,
setting his silverware down on the table with a clatter.

“Precisely.” Hank gave a curt nod. “Or one of them,
atany rate."Hank turned to Betsy and continued. “The
X-Men have been responsible—or at least involved—in
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the destruction of a number of such facilities in the
past. Simply put, a Master Mold is an autonomous,
semi-sentient factory for rohots.”

“Mutant-killing robots,” Kitty corrected.

“Giant mutant-Killing robots,” Doug added.

Yes,” Hank said reluctantly. “Giant, mutant-killing,
robots. Any one of which, if left to its own devices,
could claim the lives of countless innocents. But one
doesn’t question the morality of a bullet. One simply
pulls the trigger.”
~“What are you saying, McCoy?” Logan sneered, bar-
ring his teeth. “Guns don't kill people, you do?”

Hank bristled but keﬁt his temper. *No, Logan. I'm
saying that we can use the Master Mold to activate the
decommissioned Sentinels, repair those that are bro-
ken, and control all ofthem once reactivated. And then
we save the Earth.”



“Okay,” Scott said, raising his voice over the din. Awide-
ranging debate had hroken out around the table when
Hank finished outlining his plan, and tempers were be-
ginning to flare. “This Isn't getting us anywhere.”

“Ijust don’t much like the icea ofactlvatmgiawhole
army of mutant-killers,” Kitty shot back, nostrils flar-
mg.?‘,’WouId you let Nazis ouf ofjail to help you fight a
war?

“Who has Nazis in jail?” Kurt scratched his head.
‘And how many Nazis are left around, anyway? Baron
Strucker is still at Iar?e, | suppose, but..”

“You know what [ mean,” Kitty snapped. “If it was
after the war, and you had put Nazis n jail, and you
were fighting another war ...” o
h l‘\{c\lllt someone else ... 7" Doug put in, trying to be

elpful.

_ ELook,_ It’s a hypothetical, okay! Like one of those
killing-Hitler-as-a-haby questions. The point i, there
are some lings you don't cross, and some stinks you
can’twash out.’ _

“I don't know, sugah,” Rogue said thoughtfully. “If
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lettin’ a bunch of blamed Nazis out on the battlefield
meant that me and mine would survive, | guess I'd be
okay with that.”

“Yes, but.. " Kitty ogened and shut her mouth. She
looked around the “table for support, found none.
“But .. .” She crossed her arms across her chest, and
Id_[(op_rtJed her chin, sulking. “Okay, then. But I still don't
ke It.”

“Look” Scott said, playln%the peacemaker, & he'd
done since he was a kid at the orphanage. “We're all
tired. But lots of lives are depending on us, so | expect
we’ll be a great deal more tired before we're through.
Now, as | see it, we have three main objectives. First, we
have to gain access to the alien city in Bermuda, to free
Lee Forrester and her crew...” , N

‘And the other prisoners,” Betsy put in. “I saw it in
the Exemplar’s thoughts. Theyre roundmt}; up_X-?ene-
Posmves rom around the world and transterring them

here for ‘examination.”

“Delightful,” Scott said dryly. “Okay, so we'Ve got
even more prisoners to rescue than | thought. In any
event, we’ll need to send in a strike team—assuming, of
course, thatwe work out away to penetrate the island’s
shielding.” _ o

dl may have some thoughts in that direction,” Hank
said.
“Good.” Scott nodded. “We could use them. Now, |
propose a three-man team—me, Kurt, and Peter. As-
suming that Hank works out away through the shield,
we storm the city and free the prisoners.’

"Da, " Peter said simply.
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“Sounds like fun,” Kurt said, though his tone sug-
gested otherwise.

“Second, we need to get ateam to Ecuador, to get the
Sentinels up and running.” o

“l should be on that assignment.” Hank raised his
hand. “|'ve had experience in a Master Mold, as Scott
will well recall, and I believe | know enough about the
8$nera| layout to navigate inside. My pnl?/ concern is

at I'm not as familiar with the Sentinels’ program-
ming code as | could be, and may run into snags in that
arena.

“Sowhy not take someone who can talk to the com-
puter in its own language?” Kitty asked. _

“Did you have someane in mind?” Scott replied.

Well, duh.” Kitty pointed across the table at Doug.
“It maY have escaped your notice, Scott, but Douqs
mutan ab|||tg IS language. He can get that Master Mold
to situp and beg, ifanyone can.” =~ _

Scott glanced at Doug, and inclined his head slightly.
Ablush rose in Doug’s cheek, and he looked away.

“Fair enough.” Scott turned back to Hank. “Well,
Hank, who else do you want on your team?”

Hank reached over and laid an enormous hand on
Doug’sthin shoulder. Smiling, he said, “I think the two
0fus should have the computational aspects ofthe mis-
sion well in hand.” He Paused, and then added, “But
the need for Pure strength may still arise,”

_ “laint got nothin’ planned,” Rogue said sleepily. “I'
ride shotgun and take care a’any heavy lifting.”

“Okay, then we Ve got only one objective [eft.” Scott
glanced around the table, hisjaw set. "And it'sadoozy.”
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“Let me guess,” Kitty said, making a prand gesture
with her arms. “Insurmountable odds, li e-thr,eatemn%
menace, and a goal almost impossible to achieve tha
will, if left undone, doom the rest ofthe plan?”

Scott allowed the slightest hint of a smile to tug at
the corners ofhis mouth. “Something like that.” ~

“Figures,” Kitty said, and slumped in her chair.
“Countme in Iguess.” _ _

“ already had” Scott answered, his tone making
clear that Kitty’s abilities had never been in question.
“You, Logan, and Betsy will need to go to the Kh’thonic
Fathersh%p, to disable the fleet’s defenses.” _

“What?!” Betsy’s mouth dropped open, her eyes wide.

‘We need you.” Scott’s tone was gentle, but firm.
“There simply isn't any other way. I'm guessing that
locked in our'Exemplar prisoner’s head 1s the key for
gaining entry to the Fathership. Ifyo_u ﬂo along, you
should be able to control her telepathica (Y like apup-
pet, and get ﬂ}/ourselfand the others aboard.”

‘And me?” Logan asked. ,

You?” Scott said, sparing him the briefest glance.
Youjust need to do what you do best.” -

Logan pursed his |IPS, and nodded appreciatively.
“Good plan, Cyke. But there’s one problem. | don’t re-
member seeing arocket ship parked in the hanger, last
glmekg,!ooked. ow you plannin’to get us up Into the

ack’

Scott’s mouth drew into atight line, and he glanced
from Logan to Hank and back. = _
_“I've got an_idea, but | don't think you're going to
like this one, either.”



“Okay_, | gotta give this one to Cyke,” Logan snarled. |
dontlike'1t.” _ _

“Chin up, chappie,” replied Colonel Alysande Stu-
art, glancing over her shoulder. “It's no days of wine
and roses for me, either, [ canassure you.” =

_The diminutive Canadian satbehind Alysande in the
high-g acceleration chairs, Betsy on one side and Kitty
on the other, all three ofthem crammed into pressure
suits and strapPed securely inplace.

Alysande, at the controls of the experlmental space
Rlane, lifted the clear _nearIK indestructible helmet over

er head and secured it to the neck seals o her pressure
suit. She togqled her suit’s radio to network with the
craft’sinternal communications system, and spoke into
%Re hglmet mic. “How’s our other guest doing back

ere?”

“Settling in nicely, I think Colonel,” came the voice
ofthe RCX operative known only as Raphael. Alysande
reached a ?Ioved finger over to work the suit controls
set on her left forearm, and reduced the volume ofthe
helmet speakers. “If Ms. Braddock can assure us that
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she’ll be able to keep the ... specimen ... in an uncon-
SﬁIOUS state until needed, I should think we’re in good
shape.”

‘PDon’t worry on my account,” Betsy said, shifting

uncomfortably in her seat. “The Exemplar won't regain
consciousness until | give her the trigger word, and
then she’ll see and hear only what | choose.”
_ “Charming,” Alysande said softl* temporarily mut-
ing her helmet mic. Considering how a considerable
Pe_rcentaé;e ofthe world’s population regarded mutants,
his Braddock woman was incredibly forthcoming with
details about how she could so easi }/enslave the mind
ofanother. Wasn't that precisely what crackpots like Bo-
livar Trask and Robert Kelly were always nattering on
about? Thatwith their unimaginable powers, mutants
posgd ah g)hreat that normal humans could scarcely com-
prehend? ,

Now, while agroup ofextraterrestrials that were, for
all intents and purposes, mutants themselves threatened
to conquer the world, and do God-knew-what with the
su_b{ected peoples ofEarth, here aterrestrial mutant ad-
mitted quite casually that she could use her powers of
the mind to subdue and confuse another sentient being
to her heart’s content. How easily could Braddock or
another like her do the very same to her fellow Earth-
lings? Or, heaven forfend, her fellow subjects of the
British Crown?!

““You say something, Sandy?” the man called Logan
said, hefting his helmet in his hands like a rugby hall

Alysande’s exiJressmn soured, and notjust bécause
of Logan’s unwelcome use ofthe overly familiar nick-
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name. Evenwith her helmet mic muted, he'd been able
to hear her muttered whisper. She'd read up on the
mutant abilities of Logan and his friends in the classi-
fied files of Her Maje_stgfs government, and then
Raphael had provided atidbit or two that were too top-
secret even to be recorded there—Alysande shuddered
to think how he might have come by them. Alysande
would have to be careful, With his enhanced Senses,
Logan would be able to detect thln?s normally safely
hidden. It was even conjectured that his enhanced au-
ditory and olfactory caPa_bllmeswouId make it possible
for him to act as a walking l;()olygraph of sorts, able to
hear when one’s pulse quickened, or the surface tem-
perature oftheir skin changed. Which was, of course, to
say nothing of his berserker rages and unbreakable
sKeleton and claws. _
Delightful. Just the sort ofman to have on a maiden voyage.
When the notion of a collaboration between the in-
ternational rogues—the X-Men—and Her Majesty’s
government had first been mooted, only hours before,
lysande had been against it from the Start, From the
expression of Logan and his companion Kitty Pryde,
the young American, itwas clear that they were no hap-
Rler having to ask for Alysande’s help”than she was
appy to be obliged to give it. But, as she’d explained
when they’d reached the launch platform offthe coast
of Tortola, herjob was to s_afequard the United K|ntt;-
dom at any cost, and she didn’t care whom she had to
get into bed with to get the job done. Had there been
any alternative, Alysande would have taken it, and
gladly; but so far, the plan proposed by the X-Men was
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the only feasible strategy so far advanced, however out-
landish or difficult a prosFect it might be. .

Key to the X-Men’s P an was the need to deliver a
small number of them to the flagshlf) of the invading
armada, the immense vessel they called the Kh'thonic
Flagship. Fortunate for them, thén, that the British had
a bleedlng-edg}e space plane already fueled and ready on
the waters of the Sargasso Sea, The arrival of the
Kh'thon had thrown a wrench into the plans of the
British Rocket Group, so there was somejustice, ifnot
even some irony, in the idea of its V|r?m launch being
the linchpin in"a plan that might spell the end of the
Kh'thonic threat. _

Raphael maneuvered around the rear acceleration
chairs, smiling unctuously at their a_ssenqe,rs, Ms.
Braddock in particular, and then settled himselfinto the
co?not’s_ seat, The RCX operative’s |presence was the
only variable in the plan for which Alysande could not
account. When she'd relayed the X-Men’s request to
her superiors, she’d volunteered her name as a Potennal
pilot for the mission. There was every chance that they
would not be returning alive, and that they might face
violent resistance when they reached the Fathership; it
was clear, then, that none of the space plane’s planned
crew could be sent along. They were scientists, to a
man, none of them with any combat experience.
Alysande, who'd overseen security for the space plane
project since its early days, knew more about the craft

nd its controls than wrtuallg anyone but the men and
women who built it, and certainly knew how to handle
herselfin aflrefight.



178 Chris Roberson

When the word had come down that the space plane
would be put at the X-Men’s disposal, then, Alysande
was hardly surgnsed to hear her own name mentioned
as captaining the vessel. However, when Raphael was
listed as her second-in-command, she’d been taken
somewhat aback.

It shouldn’t have puzzled her atall, really. She real-
ized that only in retrospect, while watching the secret
agent oversee the installation of the unconscious Ex-
emplar prisoner in the rear ofthe craft’s passenger sec-
tion. Seeing the care with which Raphael maneuvered
the sleeﬂm% body into place, the almost naked hun?er
writ on his face, Alysande had first taken his interest in
the woman to be ane of a prurient nature. It quickly
occurred to her, however, that the virtually sexless
Raphael was not likely interested in the strange, un-
ﬁarthly (\j/voman’s body. No, Raphael was interested in
er mind,

Speuflcal_l?/, the ahility ofher mind to move objects.
She could lift a car, bus, or boat, or so Alysande had
been told, but it occurred to her that the telekine might
also be able to manipulate objects on a smaller scale—
say, something the size of a capillary in the brain? It
didn’t take much imagination to see what a hackroom,
_bIack-o_Ps tYpe like Raphael wouldn’t do with the abil-
ity to literally squeeze the life from atarget, but from
across the room. And when Alysande saw the way he
hungrlly looked at Ms. Braddock as he Bas_sed by sug-
gested that he would not refuse the anility to pluck
secrets from the minds of his enemies from great dis-
tances, either.
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Despite Raphael’s protestations to the contrary,
Alysande knew that the RCX viewed this mission, In
large part, as a shopping trip. In addition to helﬁl_ng to
safeguard the safety of humanity and ofthe Eartn itself,
Alysande was sure that Raphael was under orders to se-
cure and brm% back any bits of technology, weaponry,
or otherwise that he might come across and determine
what mlght be of use to the British crown,

Which, Alysande realized with only aslight measure
of distaste, was Perfectly fine with her.

As Raﬂhael S rapPed_ Into the copilot’s seat, Alysande
patched her helmet mic into the ship’s inboard com-
munications. _ _

“Everybody buckled in? Bestyou do, as I expect this
might beé something ofahUmpyride.”
ut on the launch pad, the Countdown had begun.



28

“S0you used to be an Avenger, Hé]h'[, Mr. McCoy?”

“Still a reserve member in goo stand_mg, Dou?. But
remember, call me Hank. Why, you think they
Quinjet tojust ani/body that asks?” _

“No ... Hank. 1wasjust wondering. What's Captain
America really like?” _ .

Hank sighed, and turned his attention back to the
qumg}et’s,controls. | |

The five-person, supersonic VTOL was now ra(:ln?
over the waters of the Gulfof Mexico, cruising atjus
over Mach 2. At this speed, they would reach Ecuador
injust over an hour. Hank McCoy and Doug Ramsey
were strapped into the two flight crew seats, while
Rogue was sacked out in the back stretched across
three Aump seats. She snored from time to time and the
sound was so high and whistling that Hank couldn’t
help flndmg it irresistibly charming.

Yes, Hank chided himelf 1 fnotfor thefact that the barest
touch ofher skin knocks peaple unconscious, but only after de-
priving them oftheirpowers and memories, then maybe you'd
make aplayfor her, no? If, that is, she were able toget over the

0an a
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fact that you look like a shaved ape crammed unconvincingly
into a human suit. o
_For all that he approached the world, and its perils,
with a light heart and a smile on his face, still there were
times when darker moods struck Hank. Now, evi-
dently, was one of those times.
He scowled. o ,
“Mr. McCoy?" said the boy at his side, tentatively.
“Erm, Hank? IS everything alright?” o
“Hmm? Oh, yes, Doug. I'm sorry. Was a million
miles away for amoment, there. You were asking about
Captain America, were you?”
ou? nodded, wide-eyed and eager.
“Well, keep yourself in the game, young man, and
youjust might meet him yourself.” .
I Provided, that is, Hank thought, that any ofus lives that
ong.

Doug managed to keep a smile on his face, but {ust
barely. He was ?rateful when Hank turned his attention
back'to the controls, g{lvmg him the opportunity to turn
around and look out the cockﬁ!t’s side window. Really,
though, he wasjust trying to hide his expression from
the former X-Man. _

Even those that knew what his mutant power was
even those who'd seen him use it time and again, still
didn’t really understand what having a masterY of lan-
guage really meant. Sure, Doug could learn to speak
any dialect, or read an){. written form, in no time at
all. Yes, he could familiarize himself with any pro-
gramming code in a matter of minutes, if he applied
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himself. But it wasn’t just words or numbers that he
could understand; no, his power extended to all lan-
guage. e .

hat even Kitty failed to realize, Doug was sure, was
that a language was any system for representing data.
That data could be anything from thoughts, feelings,
wants, quantities, qualities, you name it. And the sys-
tem could be encoded using words, numbers, hand
signs, arrangements of flowers, strings of beads, even
unconscious gestures. It was this last that everyone
seemed to forget, even though they had all doubtless
heard ofbody language. N

It wasn’t unerring, to be sure, Doug’s ability to
read unconscious gestures. When he was in situations
in which he was personally nervous, for example, he
found it difficult to concentrate on the subtle cues,
the slight movements that expressed another’s un-
spoken thoughts. When he was with Betsy, for in-
stance, he always felt the same way he did when first
peering Into a fext written In Lingar B: | can't possibly
understand this/ Around her he fumbled, tongue-tied,
and was surg he misread every sign and gesture.

On occasions like this, though, n relatively calm, re-
|axed environments, Doug’s comprehension of body
language was much more complete. At times, it seemed
to fim, it almost approached the ability to read surface
thoughts, at least when dealing with Someone whose
movements were undisciplined. &There \Were some,
whether dancers like Stevie Hunter or fighters like
Logan, who never betrayed anything, so measured and
careful was their every move.)
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Sowhen Hank gave him the verbal equivalent ofa
pat on the back, figuratively tousling his hair like one
would a child, Doug was scarcely reassured, since
Hank’s unconscious gestures were clear, practically
shouting, We're all going to die.



At that moment, fifteen hundred miles to the east, an-
other supersonic Plane blazed across the sky. Scott was
at the controls ofthe Blackbird, piloting the Spy plane to
the Sargasso Sea for the second time In as many days.
In_the copilot’s seat beside him was the imposing
Russian, Peter Rasputin, while the blue-furred Ger-
man, Kurt Wagner, crouched in the space between
thetm, an arm draped over the back of each of their
Seats,
“What are you workmﬁ on today, mein Freund, ” Kurt
said, ?Iancm at the sketchpad propped on Peter’s knee.
Peter blushed, his cheeks gomg adeep red, and Kurt
for the millionth time was forced to resist the urge to
mock his stalwart Russian friend. Even with all that
they had seen and done these past years, the places
they'd been and the foes ther aced, still and all did
Peter Rasputin so often seem like a little boy stuck in a
man’s body. A towering, well-muscled man’s body, to
be sure, but alittle boy, for all of that.
So it came as no surprise that, having been caught
sketching a devastatingly attractive woman with aMo-
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hawk hairdo, in a state of casual undress, Peter would
tstarrp]mer like a school boy caught out by a scolding
eacher,

“Who is she, then?” Kurt said. “The heroine from
one of Katzchen’s fantasy novels? A fierce warrior
princess or amaiden to be rescued?”

His hands still on the controls, Scott glanced over
casually. “Those are Fall People markings, aren’t they?”

Peter blushed deeger, the red of his cheeks intensi-
fymg and nodded. “She isNereel.”

“Sh,” Kurt said, understanding dawning. He reached
over and, gesturing for Eermgss!on took the sketchbook
from Peter’s hands. “That fli(lﬂ in the Savage Land. | re-
member her now.” He looked up at Peter, a lascivious
?_lrm on his lips, sharp canines exposed. ‘Am | mistaken,
1err Rasputin, or did you not spend some . . . quality
time with this attractive young lady?” _

Peter averted his eyes, suddenly fmdmg,somethmg
ofgreat interest in the featureless waves passing beneat
them. “Perhaps,” he finally replied.

‘Kurt’sgrin widened, and he regarded the sketch ad-
mmngI?/. hen, casually, he flipped to the previous
page. 1f was a drawing of the same woman, with the
same Mohawk and lax dress code, on[Y this time she
Was ca_rerg asmall child in her arms, its hair and eyes
dark little more than an infant, really. _

_ “A Savage Land Pieta,” Kurt said, nodding aFBrema-
tively. ‘A primordial Madonna and child. Peter, | beligve
you'missed your calling when you chose world-savmg
asavocation, and not the pursuit ofart. Buttell me. ..
He handed the sketchbook back to Peter, open to the
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picture of Nereel and the child. “Why portray Nereel
with achild? | don't recall her beln? amother.”

Peter accepted the Proffered sketchbook, and gazed
at the drawing for a long moment, as though seeing
something in It he recogznlzed, but being unable to say
precisely what. “I'm not sure,” he answered at length.
Ttjust... felt right.” o _

‘Okay, gentlemen,” Scott said, his tone pure busi-
ness. “We're coming up on our destination. We're ap-
proaching from opposite Julienne Cay, and coming in
50 low they shouldn't be able to spot Us, but ifthey do,
this could be avery shorttrip.”

Kurt returned fo his seat, buckling the safety straps
around him. _ _

“There already?” he said. “But | was given to under-
stand there would be beverage service on this flight, and
|'ve yet to be given adrink. _

Scott didn’t answer, but kept his gaze focused as
stralght ahead as a laser, but Kurt was gratified to see
that Peter smiled, ifslightly, before returning his atten-
tion to his sketching.
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|t was midmoming when Vox Septimus and three other
servitors, all wearing similar robes ofvarying shades and
hues, all carrying identical crystal rods, came for Lee
and the others. _ _ _

“This one offers apologies,” Vox Septimus said as he
stepped through the newly opened door. “But there are
other uses to which this space will be put. Besides, now
that the other specimens have been relocated here to
Dis, it is simplest to relocate you and your companions
to the general population.” _

‘For-a brief, futile moment, Merrick put up some-
thing resembling resistance, but it took only a minute
Festure_wnh one of the crystal rods for him to fall in
Ing, with a gunt%glance at Frank, For his part, Frank
{«el%t his eyes on the ground, and did everything he was
old.

Vox Septimus walked in the lead, Lee and her crew-
men following, and the other three servitors bringing
up the rear. _

“Where are you taking us?” Lee asked as they were
ushered down’a twisting corridor to a wide, sloping
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ramp that spiraled from the tower’s base to its crown.
Lee and the others had been brought this way the day
before—had it really only been a single day?—but in
the excitement and fear of the moment, very little of
their surroundings had registered with her. Now, more
composed and aware, she took careful note of every-
thing they passed, ofall ofthe branching corridors, of
the doorways and _assages. _

‘As this one indicated,” Vox Septimus answered ca-
ts.uaIIy. “You are being relocated to the general popula-

lon.”

They passed a broad landing, about halfway down
the ramp, where atrio of strangely dressed individuals
lingered. Silent, their mouths unmoving, they gestured
dramatically with their hands, pulling broad"expres-
sions. Compared to Vox Septimus and his fellows, this
trio were uniformly larger, more muscled, and the fab-
rics oftheir exotically cut clothingwere ofbrighter hues.

Lee noted with Interest that, as she and her crew
were led by, the trio regarded them with something like
disqust, laced with an almost naked hostility. This was
hardly surprising, given their circumstance, However,
what ‘was surprising was the thinly veiled contempt
with which they regarded Vox Septimus and the other
three servitors. _

_As they drew near, Lee saw that Vox Se%lmus kept
his eyes averted, not looking at the three. When their
course brought them the closest they would come, onl
a few yards away, one ofthe trio pointed at Lee, scowl-
ing. In response, another 'oomted at Vox whereugon
the other two laughed out loud. Hearing their laughter



X-Men: The Return 189

Was unsettlmq, after so long a silence, and Lee realized
tt|1|at|they must have been communicating telepathically
all along.

Wittgoutwarning, the trio leapt into the air. Zipping
past Vox Septimus, coming only inches from him, they
jetted out to the empty space at the middle ofthe tower,
and with a dark glance back in her direction—or in
Vox's?—they flew up toward the tower’s crown at

speed.
pVox startled b){ their close passage, faltered, almost
stumbling and falling. So near the edge of the broad,
rail-less ramp were they that he might any second tum-
ble over the side, no doubt falling to his death, hun-
dreds offeetbelow.

Lee acted without thinking, and reached out and
grabbed hold of Vox Septimus’s elbow, righting him
and preventing hisfall.

“You will return to the line!” shouted one of the
servitors at the rear oftheir train, waving his crystal rod
menacingly. . o

‘All iswell,” Vox Septimus said, raising his hand. He
seemed shaken, out of breath. His fellow servitor re-
turned to the end ofthe line, and then Viox SeEtlmus re-
garded Lee, astrange expression on his face. Finally, he
fﬁ'd’khls voice somewhat strained, °You have this one’s

anks.”

Lee shru%g_ed, not failing to see the tight grip Vox
%e,ptlmus retained on his crystal rod. “Don’t mention
|

Vox Septimus nodded slowly, and then turned and
continued on their course down the ramp. Lee fol-
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lowed behind, trying to work out the implications of
what she'djust seen.

They reached the ground level, where she and the oth-
ers had entered the tower the day before, and continued
downward. Lee knew from her previous visits to the
city that beneath its foundations were massive spaces,
akin to giant natural caverns, but lined on all sides with
strange shapes of metal and crystal, punctuated here
and there with enormous statuary, the same massive,
inhuman grotesqueries that decorated the city above.
The ramp on which they now trod continued down
a sloped spiral toward one of those massive spaces.
When they emerged into this cavernous space beneath
the ground, the walls fell away on either side. The lights
were somewhat dim, but even though Lee could see
before and behind her with ittle trouble, she could not
see awall or barrier in any direction, no matter how
hard she strained. The vast, empty spaces swallowed the
sound oftheir footsteps, and it séemed to Lee foramo-
ment that she must have gone deaf. _
Finally, they reached another landing from which
projected a narrow bridge or walkway. At Vox Seﬁtl-
mus’s insistence, Lee and the others were marched
across this narrow bridge, which could not have been
more than three or four feet wide. Risking a quick
?Iance over the side, Lee could not see any ground or
loor below, onl¥ a crazed network of other ramps,
|andings, and walkways, with strange, bulbous struc-
tures here and there at'the intersections. Itwas to one of
these bulbous structures that they were being led. It re-
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sembled nothing so much as a human organ—a liver
8y, or a kidney=—constructed of steel and crystal and
enlarqed to an‘immense size. It was a huge structure,
capable offitting the trawlerArcadia a dozen times over.
At what appeared to be the structures’ entrance,
three walkways met at a wide platform. As they drew
near, Lee saw that another grouF ofprisoners was being
marched to the left, with crystal rod-wielding servitors
before and after. But these were not the ordinary men
and women she’d gllmﬁsed down in the courtyard,just
ashortwhile before. These were super-herogs. _
~ Their uniforms, though ripped, scorched, and dirt-
led, were those of costumed crime-fighters. Lee could
see that at a glance, even if their stature and muscular
profiles weren’t a give away, in and of themselves. Ata
distance, Lee didn’t recognize any ofthem, but as both
their party and hers drew nearer the platform, and the
bulbous Structure beyond, one or two of them grew
more familiar to her.’One was dressed in red, white,
and gold, and Lee recognized him as Sunfire. Twowore
identical uniforms ofred and black, atriangle emblem
on their chests, and Lee remembered Magneto once
describing uniforms matching that description, and
sarmg\that they helonged to students ofthe Massachu-
sefts cadem?/. Finally, there were three wearm_g uni-
forms of Ye low and black, and not only did Lee
recogmze_ he design, but also their faces; she remem-
bered having seen pictures ofthem during a briefvisit
to See Ma(klneto in New York, before she'd broken off
their relationship. They were students at Xavier’s
school, Scott Summers’s old alma mater.
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For the briefest instant, Lee allowed herselfto hope.
She entertained the fleeting thought that, ifstudents of
the Xavier School were here, then that meant that Scott,
and a rescue, could not be far behind. But then she saw
the dispirited way that the Xavier students shuffled
along the walkway—the same, listless gait adoPted by
Sunfire and all the others—and she reco?nlzed he way
inwhich each oftheir uniforms differed from those she
had seen before, or had described to her.

_All ofthem, without exception, were wearing broad
silver collars around their necks.

It didn't take long to make the guess that the
dispirited expressions and slow movements of the
super-heroes—to say nothmg ofthe fact that they will-
ingly allowed themselves to be herded along like regu-
lar people, like her—had something to do with these
strange, oversize silver collars. There was some prop-
erty of the collars, Lee supposed, that was serving to
damFen ifnot complete!}/ nullmr, the heroes’ powers.

All ofwhich suggested several factors in rapid suc-
cession.

_First, that the Kh’thon did possess the ability to nul-
lify amutant’s abilities. _ _

Second, that th!n%s in the outside world were going
worse than Leemlg _thavelma?med. _

And lastly, that their chances for escape from the cit
0fDis hadjust grown much, much more complicated.



Kitty wasnt sure at what point traveling into outer
sRace had become so routine for her, much less what
that said about her lifestyle. Most girls her age were
worrying aboutwhat college they'd go to, or obsessing
over some boy in their class, or anxious about whether
the%’d pass their midterm exams. .
ot Kitty. She was strapped into a bleeding-edge
space plane, .roc.ketmgllmto cislunar space, and finding
the whole thingjust alittle boring, Itwas when she real-
ized that she’d'just as soon get the whole savm%-the-
world thing done and over with so she could get home
and catch up on some much needed sleep that KI'['[% re-
alized that her standards had shifted somewhat these
last few years.
|t wasn all that long ago that she’d been a reqular
suburban kid in Deerfield, Illinois. In the years since,
she'd traveled in time, gone into space a time or two,
adopted adragon, kissed aboy, become aninja, and saved
the world more times than she could count. After a
while, it alljust got to be old hat. KIHY imagined this was
how child stars must feel about Hollywood when they
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grow up; what seems magical and glamorous to outsiders
Isjust anotherjob to akidwho grew up doing it.

O fcourse, Kitty liked to hope that she’d be a little
luckier when she grew UF than most child stars. As-
suming she grew up at all, that is. If she survived the
next few hours, and the world didn’t get blown up in
the process, she had no intention of_endln? up on the
news, a few years down the line, having gotten arrested
trying to knock over a Quick Stptp. .

But then, Kitty ruminated, if she put her mind to
robbing a convenience store, she'd do it right.

‘Approaching the alien fleet,” said Colonel Alysande
Stuart over the ship’s communication system, inter-
rupting Kitty’s reverie. “Ifyou lot have a secret plan for
keeping us from ?ettmg blown out ofthe sky assoon as
these buggi_ers notice we're here, you mightwant to get
ltinto motion.” _ _

‘Ah,” Betsy said, raising a gloved finger, like some-
one placing & bid at an auction. “That would be me.”

Betsy struggled to unbuckle the straps that kept her
secured to the acceleration chair. _ _

“Today would be nice, | think,” said Raphael, his
tone oily.

“Blasted ... ” Betsy wrenched at the buckles and
straps unsuccessfully. “I can’t...” She threw down her
hands, and looked ap, her expression through the hel-
met one of exasperation. Then, in a small'voice, she
said, “I'm stuck.” S

“Hmph.” LO(ian, who'd been sﬂtgn%wnh his eyes
closed, his head lolled to the side of his helmet, made a
noise somewhere between a grunt ofannoyance and a
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bark of laughter. He raised his left hand, and a single
adamantium blade slid out from the special pressurized
seal Kitty had rigged in the glove ofhis suit shortly be-
fore take off. He reached over, bringing the razor-sharp
tip ofthe claw near Betsy’s straps. “Lemme fix it. . ."

“Logan!” Kitty batted Logan’s hand away, like a
mother scolding achild for samplln%acake’s icing before
it was time for dessert. “I'm sure there’s an easier way.”

Kitty reached over and took hold ofthe strap, wrap-
p_m% her hand around the buckle. Then, without any
visible effort, she phased her hand, the buckle, and the
straps to which itwas attached. With the straps intangi-
ble, Betsy was able to climb out ofthe acceleration chair
without difficulty.

Kitty solidified again, and when she released the
buckle, it floated back toward the seat, moving with an
unexpected grace in the cabin’s microgravity,

“See, Logan,” Kitty reproached. “Not evérything has
to be hack and slash, you know.” ,

“Hey, Idddo,” Logan grinned. “I’'m 8onnabe makmgi
some cuts before this caper is over and done, so migh
aswell get used to it now.” _ o

Kitty blew Logan a raspberry, fogging _ug the inside
ofher helmet, while Betsy marieuvered with surprising
elegance to the rear ofthe cahin. There, their Exemplar
prisoner was secured by straps to akind ofgumey, in a
pressure suit ofher own.

“Ifwhat I was able to extract from our guest’s mem-
ories this morning was correct,” Betsy e_xPIalned, her
voice buzzing over the speaker’s in”Kitty’s helmet,
“then virtually all ship-to-ship communication in the
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Kh'thonic fleet is done telepathically. The profile ofour
vessel matters, if it matters at all, far less than whether
or not we respond with the appropriate telepathic call
signs when contacted. If our guest’s identity is con-
firmed, and the call signs are accepted, then we’ll be
able to apFroach the fleetwithout incident.”
‘And ITthey aren't?” Colonel Stuart asked.

~ “Inthat case,” Raphael responded, “then | believe an
incidentwould be in the offing, wouldn’t you say?”

As it happened, they needn’t have worried. Using the
Exemplar as akind ofteIePathlc hand puppet, Betsy was
able to interact with the tleet’s security protocols, and
seemingly without ever raising suspicion. Betsy had
mana?ed to cloud the Exemplar’s perceptions, so that as
far as the Exemplar knew, she was sﬂtmg aboard one of
the Kh'thonic landers; and since Betsy had judiciously
“edited” the Exemplar’s memories ofthe events ofthe
day, the Exemplar had no recollection ofever being de-
feated in battle by the X-Men, or of being taken pris-
oner. So far as the Exemlplar knew, following on the
hypnotic suggestion implanted by Betsy, she was re-
turning to the Khthonic fleet for minor medical atten-
tion, and to bring su(ioplles back down to the Kh'thonic
forces on the ground. _
Alysande’s hands tightened on the controls, white-
knuckled inside her hea Rressunzed gloves. Not for
the first time she wished that she’d heen able to talk
Bernard into incorporating weann_s into the space
ﬁlane’s design, but the head ofthe British Rocket Group
ad insisted that this was principally a vessel of science
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and exploration, and in the end he’d managed to con-
vince the British authorities that his was the correctview

Which was all well and good, ifone lived on aPIane
ofPure abstraction, in the selfless pursuit ofknowledge,
but Alysande lived in the real world, aﬁlace ofconflict
danger, and menace. And right now, she'd have traded
al the fpure abstraction and hidden knowledge in the
world for a few guided missiles with nuclear warheads.
Oh, she knew that there was little chance ofeven nukes
doing any dama?e to the shielded Kh'thon vessels, but
still, she have Telt better having the option.

Just when things looked their tensest, thou%h, and
Alysande and the others waited in an excruciating si-
lence while the mind-fogged Exemplar communicated
telepathically with Kh'thonic flight control, Betsy gave
the others the high sign, all smiles.

~“Itworked,” Betsy said. “WeVe been given the green
lightto ap%roach the Fathership.”

“Well,” Raphael said, forcing a smile. “Thatwasn't so
bad, was it?” o

Alysande looked over and saw the sweat gbllstenmg
on the spy’s forehead. She suspected he'd been the
most nervous ofany ofthem. S

“Bub,” said Lo?an from his acceleration chair. “That
was the easy part. It's all uphill from here.”

Even though Betsy had said they'd been given the
all clear, Logan was sure they'd be Iookmgsat afight
as soon as they landed. But after Colonel Stuart had
brought the space plane in, touching down in the
Fathership itself, they’d stepped through the hatch
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to find the Iandmg bay almost completeIY deserted.

From the outside, the Fathership had looked like
something out ofa m?htmare, all jagged angles, spires,
and spikes, blacker still than the dark of space around it.
On the inside, though, it was even stranger, more resem-
bling the inside of a fiving being than"something con-
structed by hand. Or more resembling a corpse, rather,
since there was no way that anything living could survive,
astwisted andwron? asthe Fathershipwas. Even the light
had a strange, unsettling quality to it, and the air, though
breathable, carried with It the faintest hint of putrefaction
and decay. This was like a grave, acerse ship built from
the rotting remains ofsome impossibly !ar%_e, impossibly
wrong monstrosity be}/ond human imagination.

Logan stripped off his pressure suit, revealing the
brown-and-tan uniform of unstable molecules worn be-
neath, He tossed his sunbackthrou?h the open hatch, and
slid his claws inand out, experimentally. Then he hopped
up inthe air,a tm_Y movement, but one that allowed him
tojudge the gravity in the ship. He read it as beingjust a
hair over one g, almost exactly standard Earth gravity.
Good, Logan thought, nod_dmg appreciably. That means we
won'the ata disadvantage. | fithad been extremely high grav-
ity, their muscles mlght not have been able to acclimate to
the extraweight, and they might have been slowed down
asaresult. Ofcourse, itain't doin’ us anyfavors, either.

“| was expecting some kind ofwelcome wagon, at
least,” L ﬂ?n said, glancing around the cavernous land-
Ing bay. ere were one or two figures moving in the
far distance, but otherwise the enormous space was en-
tirely empty.
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~“I'don’t know.” Kitty smirked. “This lack of atten-
tion mayjust hurt my feelings.”
~ “The Kh'thon maintain close controls on the popula-
tion levels oftheir slaves,” Betsy explained soundlnﬁ more
like aschoolmarm every time she opened her mouth. Ever
since she mind-melded with the telekine prisoner, Betsy
had heen the resident expert on all things Kththon,
“There arehumans here on the Fathership—and mutants,
too—but most ofthem are busy servicingthe needs ofthe
Kh'thon. Ifwe were reallythe minor functionary our pris-
oner purported to be, we'djustbe another slave, no mat-
ter how powerful. And no one’s going to be pulled off
their duties to see to the arrival ofmore slaves. We'd have
been trained to knowwhat we were doing, and where we
were going, and ifwe got lost, it'd be ourproblem.”
“Luckg for us wehave an informed guide, yes?”
Colonel Stuart checked the action on her automatic pis-
tol. She had changed out of her pressure suit, and now
wore standard Royal Marine fatigues ofkhaki and green,
with a dark beretpulled down over herhead.
“Well” said aPhaeI, dressed incongruously in a
black business suit and tie, carrying a brief case. He
looked like a bank manager who'd gotten lost on the
way to the office and ended ug by accident on the flag-
ship ofan invading armada. “Shall we be off, then?”
Yes, let’s,” Logan growled. “The sooner we're done
and out ofhere the better.”
So they set off, Logan in lead, Betsy and the others
following close behind, moving ever deeper into the
strange, unearthly ship.
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As the Quinjet flew over the border with Santo Marco
and entered Ecuadorian airspace, the automated
Avengers call sign broadcast on all frequencies imme-
dlatelﬁ granted them the clearances they’d need to ap-
Broac and land. From there, itwas amatter of minutes

efore they'd reach the point in the jungle indicated on
Hank’s surveillance photos. ,

R,o?(ue tried to stifle ayawn, and failed. She'd caught
aquick nap, but ithad done little more than serve to re-
mind her how tired she was, rather than making her
feel any more rested. She stretched her arms to either
side, and rolled her head around in slow circles, trying
to work the kinks out ofher neck.

_ That$ theproblem with being invulnerable on the one hand,
with power-sucking skin on t'other, Rogue mused. Nobody’s
linin’ up togive you a neck rub or back massage. Heck, | don't
even know IfI couldfeel it, ifthey did. _

Rogue blinked sleepily, yawned again, and leaned
forward, sticking her head and shoulders between
Hank and Doug. “We there yet?” _

“Oh, I'm sorry,” Hank said with a friendly smile. “Is
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the end of the world interfering with your beauty

sIeeW’ o _
“Well, now thatyou mention it. . Rogue grinned,
and punched Hank lightly on the upper arm. hou?h
| do seem to recall puttin’in for a wake-up call at a
quarter till Apocalypse.” _ _

i “In that case,” Doug said, “I think you're right on
Ime.”

~ Rogue looked in the direction that Dou%was point-
ing, and Hank obllged by br!n?mg up an enhanced tele-
scopic view on the Quinjef’s monitors, set in the
control paneljust before them. ,

“Whatthe ... " Rogue shook her head in amazement.

From this distance, it looked like nothing more mys-
terious than a man sitting in a chair. Or a statue ofa
man in achair, per_halos, his legs out straight before him,
knees bent at precisely ninety degrees, his arms lying on
the chair’s armrests. _ .

But the scale was all wrong. Even without distance
cues, it would be impossible to miss the fact that the
statue towered over the lush greenery around it. So I;?_er-
han it was something like the statue of Abraham Lin-
coln in the Lincoln Memorial.

Exceptno, itwas bigger even than that, The greenery
on all sides was not shrubs and bushes. No, they were
the_towerlngttrees of the rain forest. One hundred
copies ofthe Lincoln Memorial statue, stacked one atop
the other, would not be quite so tall. _

And there was, ofcourse, the fact that Abraham Lin-
colnwas not sculpted in hues ofpurple and gra¥, with a
strange, imposing helmet sculpted around his Tace,
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But then, no one had ever been freed on the word of
the Master Mold, either, so it should have come as no
surprise.

The Master Mold was so large it would simply not fit
into Doug Ramsey’s mind. Itwas as though the SI%ht of
ithit his eyeballs and bounced right back, without reg-
istering on the rods and cones. His mind refused to ac-
cept that it could be real,

In the oBen space hefore the seated statue there was
acIearmP, eyond which was a steep drop-off, where a
waterfall'plunged to thejungle floor far below.

Rogue was the first out of the Quinjet door, and
Dougwasn't about to complain. Virtually invulnerable,
super-strong, and blindingly fast, there was little doubt
that she’d be the best suited to handle any unforeseen
difficulties. But, as Beast climbed to the ground, and
Doug followed, it seemed that the biggest danger facing
them at the moment came in the form of mosquitoes.

“Yeesh,” Rogue said, wrinkling her nose. “What is
that smell?” .

Hank smiled. “That, m¥ dear, is the bouquet of na-
ture, the humble aroma ot the jungle, the scent ofthe
cycle oflife inexorably turningand turning..

“Crap,” Doug said. _ _

“Exact'l%,” Hank answered with a broad smile.

“No.” Doug shook his head, and pointed. _

~Hank turned, and looked in the direction Doug in-
dicated. “Oh, crap, indeed.” _

Rogue smiled. “Finally,” she said, cracking her knuck-
les. “And here I was worried this trip would'be boring.”
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They looked, and moved, like chickens, but chickens
mace out ofold motorcycle parts, and toasters, and re-
frigerator coils. Most chickens, naturally, did not come
e(1U|pped with rapid-fire automatic weaponry, but then
allowances had to be made for form and function.

~Even as he worried that they might extinguish his
life at any moment, Hank could not help admiring the
(i]enlus of the mechanisms design. These were Sen-
Inels, that much was clear, but Sentinels unlike any he
had encountered before. These seemed more like wild
creatures than the giant, stoic behemoths he and the
other X-Men had faced time and again. These diminu-
tive things were feral Sentinels, their deSj?ns run wild.

Theirprogramming, sadly, had not drifted nearly so
farfromtheideal. ~ o

‘Mutants,”came the high-pitched, clattering voice of
the chicken Sentinels, several ofthem speaking at once
in rough harmaony. “You are advised to surrender orface im-
mediate termination. This isyour only warning. ™ _

“l think they look kinda cute,” Rogue said, glancing
over her shoulder at Doug and Hank, who'd cautiously
taken up aposition behind her. _

Before Hank or Doug could answer, the chicken
Sentinels opened fire, The roar oftheir muzzle fire was
deafening, but the slugs flattened harmlessly against
R_o%ue, the kinetic energy ofthe impact absorbed bY her
nigh invulnerable skinwithout leaving mark or blem-
ish. Some of the slugs, hitting at more oblique angles,
ricocheted off lancing throu?h the foliage nearby,
shredding leaves and branches from the trees.
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Somewhere nearby, a flock oftropical birds, alarmed
by the noise ofthe gunfire, squawked loudly in protest
and then, as one, took wing. The smell ofhurning ?_un-
powder reached Hank’s nostrils, wafted on the Tight
Jungle breeze. And suddenly, Rogue was gone.

~She moved so fast she biurred practically into in-
visibility. It took all of Hank’s concentration and not-
inconsiderable visual acuity to follow her motions at
all, and even then he was tracking her progress more
by the destruction in her wake than by any glimpse of
her movement. _ _

Where before eIQ[]h'[ chicken Sentinels had perched
before them, none taller than three and a halfor four
feet tall, now there was only a fgentIY raining shower of
debris, falling in aroqgh line from Teft to right, clouds
ofdust drifting languidly on the light breeze. _

In less time than 1t took to blink Ro%uewas standing
before them once a?am, smoothm% ack her white-
streaked hair with agloved hand. Only then did the last
ofthe dismantled Sentinels strike the ground. The whole
operation had taken on the order ofa few seconds.

“I gotta say, | feel a little gulItY hout that,” Rogue
said, smiling sheeglshl . “Poor little fellans.”

Doug grinned broa hﬁ looking up at Rogue, eyes full
of hero worship. Hank didn't know that he could
blame him. As a kid who was good at little more than
_readln%, and then got to be good at running andjump-
ing and swinging, to say nothing ofclmgl_nPwnh his
bare (and now overmze{feet, Hank had still felt flatly
amazed the first time he saw Scott let loose with one of
his optic blasts. To say nothing of Jean with her
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telekinesis, or Bobby with his ability to extract all the
heat from a limited re?;on of space. And Warren, who
couldfly?Forget about it. Doug seemed like a nice kid,
but Hank knew from eX?erlence that having a more se-
date power like the ability to read and write'in any lan-
Hquagfe left one feeling more than a little inadequate in

bel ace of some of the more demonstrative mutant
a

lities.

‘Which was not to say that Hank had not shown off
with his acrobatics, from time to time. But one always
had to try to get one’s own back, whenever possible.

“Come on,” Hank said, pointing toward the large
opening in the wall between the Master Mold’s feet.
From this distance, it seemed about the dimensions ofa
typical house’s gara(t;e door, but he knew that it was ac-
tually large enough to admit the Blackbird with room to
spare—sideways, even. “These little feral Sentinels
could well bejust the first line of defense, and we might
run into more interference once we’re inside.”

They set offacross the clearing, which rose at a%en-
tle slope toward the base ofthe Master Mold facilities.

“Um, Mister McCoy... thatis, Hank?” Doug hurried
his pace to keep abreast of Hank, while Rogue trotted a
few steps ahead. “l've never heard anything about Sen-
tinels ofthat configuration before. Had you?”

Hank shook his head. “No. But then, I'm not sure
that anybody has.” . _

Doug tilted his head to one side, confused, and tl%ht-
ege% his grip on the leather satchel over his shoulder.
13 Ir. n”
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“That is to say,” Hank continued, “that this Master
Mold facility has been sitting disused for some time.
And while the central core mlqht have been off-line
throughout that time, there would doubtless have been
Sentinels in operation throughout, if only for auto-
mated defense systems like those weve just encoun-
tered. And absent any additional instructions, they’d
have continued to carry out their functions. And,
knowingwhat | do abouttheir Programmmg, Sentinels
are equipped with the ability to repair themselves, as
needed, usmP whatever resources are at hand: likewise,
each is instilled with the instinct to adapt and improve
whenever possible. Over the years, they'd have needed
to repair themselves for any number of reasons,
whether routine wear and tear, or environmental dam-
age, or accidents, or what-have-you. And when ther re-
paired themselves, with an ever-dwindling sui)p y of
resources and parts, the second imperative would have
come to the fore, and naturally...”

Hank paused, and glanced over at Doug, who was
nodding in dawning understanding.

“They would have evolved,” Doug said, a trace of
wonderment in his tone. ‘Adapted to their environ-
ment, eliminated unnecessary design elements, intro-
duced novel designs and feafures to see whether they
improved their efficiency. Perhaps even reproduced, in
asense, experimenting by creating duplicates with vary-
ing characteristics.” _ _
~ “Exactly.” Hank sounded like a schoolteacher prais-
ing a star pupil. _ . _

hey were now approaching the wide opening of
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the factory itself, the space beyond the threshold dark
and forebodlngi. _

“Butan evolutionary process,” Doug went on, “sug-
gests evolutionary niches. Designs adapting to perform
specific tasks, adapted to specific environments.”

“Yes,” Hank said, raising an eyebrow. “What of it?”

They passed through the thréshold, into the dark,
cavernaus space beqund. _ _ _

“Well, then what if the chicken Sentinels were just
scavengers, or something else at the lower levels oTthe
pecking order. What if there was a top predator, higher
up the chain?” _

Just then, lights flared high above them. The
looked up and saw what appeared to be a Sentinel’s hel-
met, lacking a face, %erche atop eight immensely Iongz,
segmented legs. Where the helmet and the legs met,
huge pincers clacked open and closed, like the mouth
ofsome enormous animal. o

“Well,” Hank said, taking offhis glasses and slipping
them carefully into his shirt pocket. “There’s a fine
contender for'top predator, ifever | saw one.”

‘Ah, don't go givin’away any blue ribbonsjust yet,”
Rogue said, and pointed toward the shadows,

nother feral Sentinel, this one looking like a giant
snake with arms, slithered toward them, undulating
across the pitted concrete ofthe fa_ctor% floor, the arms
whichjutted from beneath its Sentinel helmet on either
side bristling with weaponry. o

“Fans,” Rogue said with athin smile, “wejust might
have a horse race on our hands.”



The Blackbird skimmed over the waves for the last few
miles, approaching from the west. By the time Scott
nosed her forward, touching down for an amphibious
Iandlngi_on the far side ofJulienne Cay, the fuselage had
been gi iding bare inches above the waves, more like a
cigarette hoat athigh speed than a supersonic spy plane
puttering ann%at afraction of its top acceleration.
Scott’s gamble was that the foliage of the atoll, and
the gentle curve of its sandy hills, would hide them
from the sight of the alien city, positioned as it was on
the eastern side of Julienne gy That they were not
surrounded by super-powered Exemplartroops on
hover-platforms the moment they stepped out of the
Blackbird and into the shallow surfat the shore’s edge
sugﬁ;ested Scott’s gamble had paid off
was approaching the middle of the afternoon,
local time, and the sun bore down on them from be-
hind, sending long shadows anglmg across the pure
white sands ofthe atoll as they walked inland. All three
X-Men—Scott, Kurt, and Peter—were dressed for action
intheir uniforms, and carried nothingwith them but the
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small handheld device that Scott had tucked into his belt.
The Blackbird, its hatch securely closed, idled silently on
the waves, anchored in place, the autopilot at ready.

“Let’s go,” Scott said, setting off for the tree line.
“And keep out of sight. If they spot us, this’ll all have
been for nothing.” . .

“Splendid motivational tactics, Scott.” Kurt smiled,
showm? razor-sharp canines. “Perhaps you should do a
lecture tour, hmm?” _ _ o

Peter smiled, but Scott said nothing, plowing into
the underground, aman on amission.

A short while later, they reached the opposite shore,
keepingwell hidden behind the trees and underground,
peering at the alien city from cover.

“Are you sure this is going to work, Scott?”

“What are You worried about, Peter?” Kurt Iaughed,
mirthlessly. “I'm the one that’s got to do all the heavy
|Iftln§i here, nichtwahr?” .

Peter shook his head, far from convinced. Hank
McCoy had drawn up their plan ofattack that morning,
around the kitchen table in the Xavier mansion. It was
simple and straightforward, but for all that he was a
simple man, who preferred matters straightforward
whenever possible, Peter had long since learned that the
circuitous and devious was often the more effective
strategy. That was one of the things he admired about
Logan and Kurt. Even Katya, to some extent, had apen-
chant for aﬁproachmg aproblem from stran?e angles,
ofdom(iw at was least expected, at the most unlikely
moment, and turning itto her advantage.
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That was not Peter’s way. He was a farmer, not a
strategist. Ithere was astump in the path ofyour plow,
ou djdn’t change the ﬁlow S course to account for It
ou simply pulled up the stump and got on with busi-
ness.

_ The problem was, of course, that few problems in
life were solved as simply aswas a stump in the path of
a plow. Would that they were. Then men like Peter
would run the world, making sensible, stral?_htforward
decisions, ones that required no contemplation or ad-
ditional scrutiny. But this was not that world.

In this instance, the problem was a Simple one.
There was an impenetrable dome surrounding the alien
city, and they needed to penetrate it. Peter’s solution,
were it up to him, would'be simply to punch ahole in
the dome. Which, of course, was not possible; or, at
least, not directly. o

The hallmark ofHank’s planwas its simplicity. They
would poke a hole in the dome, itwas true. Butwhere
Hank’s plan differed from Peter’s simpler approach was
in where they would punch it _ .

Hank had theorized that it was unlikely that the in-
vaders, these Kh’thon would have the energY resources
necessary to maintain a completely |mPer_1e rable level
of force at all points on the dome at all times. There-
fore, he reasoned, there must be some mechanism that
redirected the energy as needed. A concentrated, per-
sistent attack on one point, then, would necessitate a
momentary weakening of other points. That was were
the Blackbird came in.

Scott had already programmed the attack patterns
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into the autopilot. Once he sent the signal with the re-
mote device on his belt, the Blackbirdwould lift off, cir-
cle around to the north at a considerable distance, and
then approach the alien th from the east. Then, as
soon as Itwas in range, the Blackbirdwould concentrate
its fire on a single point, pouring out a maelstrom of
firepower for a span of several minutes.

hen the attack reached its peak, at the moment
when Hank theorized that the opposite side of the
?home would be at its weakest, the X-Men would make

eir move,

“I'm not so sure about this.” Kurt narrowed his yellow
eyes, rapping on the trunk of a palm tree with his
Knuckles. o

“Weve been over the math, Kurt,” Scott said, a hint
of impatience underlying his words. “It’s well within
your tolerances.” o -

“Well, Scott,” Kurt said, his tone sharp, “it isn’t my
tolerances that concern me.”

The distance from the shore ofthe atoll to the edgie
ofthe alien city was no more than a mile. Kurt could
easily teleport twice that distance. .. ifhe was travelin
alone. But the plan called for him to teleport himse
and hoth his fellow X-Men. The strain of displacing
himself and two others, considering their respective
masses, would leave all three ofthem eelln?weakened
and profoundly ill on their arrival. It would likely be
some minutes before they’d be in aposition to move.

Kurt could only teleport to a place he'd seen before.
And while he'd visited the strange city years before,
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with the rest of the X-Men, the only locale he could
brln? to mind with any clarity was a sort of artificial
grotto or pool near the city’s center. There was along
irreqularly shaped body ofwater, lined with varicolored
stones, beneath a towering statue of some inhuman
creature, a man and a woman draped in postures of
worshipfulness at its feet. The image of the place had
stuckwith Kurt all this time, since he'd never been able
to puzzle out Aust what the relationship between the
creature and the humans was—were they slaves, pets,
supplicants, orworse? ,

his was to be their destination, then. Provided
Hank’s theory was correct. Ifitwasnt... ?

Kurt tried not to think about that.

Scott held the remote in his hands, tracking its minia-
ture readouts and tells carefully. It had been close to
ten minutes since he'd sent the Blackbird’s autopilot
the signal to begin, and ifall was Eroceedmg according
to_thet plans he'd input, the attack should begin at any
minute.

“Um, friends?” Peter began, uneasily. He shuffled
nervously from foot to foot, kicking up little clouds of
sand, his expression that ofachild worried about an im-

ending visit to the dentist. “Just what will happen if
ank’stheory isn’t correct?” _

~Scott pursed his lips, but didn’t answer, preferring

instead to concentrate his attention on the remote.

Beside him, Kurt sighed heavily. “Mein Freund, if
Hank’s theory is incorrect, and the force field is active
when we attempt to traverse it, then we will most likely
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be repelled, pushed back into the under dimension
through which mr teleports take me.”

“Then we will simply teleport back here?” Peter
asked hopefully. o

Kurt shook his head. “Displacing as much mass as
you and Scott combined re?resent, | won't be able to
nort for another few minutes. But the dimension to
which we’ll be shunted is a timeless limbo, in which
there isno F?erceptlon ofthe passage ofone moment to
the next. Though we will never realize it, frozen always
in that single instant, we’ll be stranded in that sunless
void forever.” _

Peter shuddered, but Scott shook his head sharply.
He tucked the remote back into his belt.

“That’snot happemng.” o

Scott reached out, and took Kurt’s hand in his. It so
resembled a pantomime of an affectionate gesture that
Kurt had to stifle alaugh. | _

“Come on,” Scott continued. “It’stimetogo.”

Kurt nodded once. Holding Scott’s hand with his
left, Kurt took Peter’s hand with his right. _

“Okay, gentlemen,” Kurt said with asly smile. “| will
seeyou on the other side.” He paused, and then added,
‘And ifl dont ha_pﬂen to see you again, allow me to say
what a pleasure it has been Knowing you both.”

“And | you, tovarisch.” Peter smiled sheepishly, and it
looked for an instant as though he might begin to cry.

“Come on, you old women,” Scott said with a
bravado he clearly didn't feel. “We're not getting any
yo%ngefr.”

am,
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Bamf.

~ Kurt had miscalculated, but onI_Y slightly. They ar-
rived a few feet in the air. And while he and Scott fell
unceremoniously onto the hard, unforgiving stone at
the pool’s edge, Peter plunged with a huge splash and
sprtay into the clear blue waters themselves, sinking like
astone.

No one could have faulted Kurt for that. It was oth-
erwise a flawless bit ofteleportation.

Nor, to be fair, could he be faulted for the fact that
the¥were, to aman, exhausted, haggard, and ill, able to
do little more than lift their heads and moan. He had
warned them, after all.

And if anyone was to blame for the fact that they’d
teleported in, in full view of the quartet of Exemplar
who lounged at the water’s edge only a few short yards
away, itwasn’t Kurt. But then, by that point, the deter-
mination of blame was farthest from anyone’s mind.



Once, when she was aﬁirl, Lee Forrester had gone with
her mom and dad to the stockyards. It was ( urmq the
All-Florida Chamglonshm Rodeo in Arcadia. In later
years, looking back on it, she could never quite under-
stand why her parents had oloted to take their Precocmus
daughter on a road trip halfway to Tampa, to attend a
rodeo, ofall things. But in all the years that followed,
Lee had never been able to forget the image of the
stockyards, ofthe cattle herded into pens, seeming ei-
ther resigned to their fates or else so numb from Tear
and shock as to make no difference. They lowed, on oc-
casion, dispiritealy, but put up no active resistance.

Thatwas how 1t was In the prison to which Lee and
her crew had been brought. Though instead of cattle
lacidly awaiting their fate, these were men and
women, some ofthem super-heroes.

This would not do.

Lee approached the three Xavier students first. Even
though she'd never met them, they would, at least, have
friends in common,
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Magneto had told her about these three, and their
classmates. She couldn’t remember their names, but
she could remember their code names, And, on reflec-
tion, she supposed that in the world in which super-
heroes moved, thatwas as it should be. _

One, the slight Scots girl with the bright red hair,
whose somewhat mousy appearance did not hint at the
fire she carried within, went by the code name of
Wolfsbane. Though one would néver guess it to look at
her in this quise, t |syounP girl possessed the ability to
turn into a tull-grown wolf able to stop at transitional
states along the way: awerewolf. o

Another, a normally an?ry young Brazilian, with
dark skin and short, wavy black hair, went by the code
name ofSunSﬁot. Though at five feet tall he was only a
couple of inches taller than the red-haired Scots girl,
this intense young man was capable ofstoring solaren-
er?y for long periods of time, and then converting it
in o_suFerhuman levels of physical strength.

_Finally, there was the determined Native American
girl, who accessorized the yellow-and-black Xavier
uniform with a mlver-and-turgumse belt and fringed
moccasin boots, who answered to the code name Mi-
rage. This resourceful youngwoman, the oldest ofthe
three, possessed the.uncanng ability of creating lifelike
three-dimensional images drawn from the minds of
herselfand others.

At the moment, though, none ofthe three appeared
partlcularlr fiery, or angry, or determined. Each seemed
just as listless as all the other prisoners who wore the
silver collars, like cattle resigned to their fates.
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|twas up to Lee to cha_n?e all that.

None of the three resisted as Lee dragged them to-
gether to a fairly emptg_sgace at the side ofthe cham-

er. The room Into which they had all been ushered,

which had already held some dozen or more reqular
men and women, was large, the walls, floor, and celllng
featureless and unbroken. Once they had heen ushere
through the aperture in the wall, the silvery material of
the wall had tlowed back over the opening, sealln? It
ulo. But, more importantly, the prisoners had been left
alone, without any manner of guard. _

|t was possible that their captors were watching, even
now, whether through some sort ofhidden cameras or
perhaps through asection ofthe wall that could act like
atwo-wa?/ mirror. But for the moment, Leg had to as-
sume that they’d been left to their own devices, at least
until their captors once more had a use for them, or
until they arrived with more prisoners.

IfLeewas able to set her plan in motion, though, the
prisoners would be ready when the door opened once
more,

Next, Lee approached the Japanese hero, Sunfire. He
sat slumped against the curved wall, his eyes on the
middle distance, his mouth_hangmgsh%htlyopen. Nei-
ther she nor any ofthe Xavier students had met Sunfire
before, but she had seen footage ofhim afew years be-
fore, from his first appearance in Manhattan, to his later
action as the national hero ofJapan. Sunfire’s mutant
ahility was to ionize matter into superheated Plasma,
like the flames on the surface of the sun itself. This
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Rlasma could be fired in bolts atwill, or used to create
eated air currents around his body, allowmgi him to fly.
Both were powers that, if Lee’s plan were to come fo
fruition, would prove useful.

Finally, Lee approached the two students from the
Massachusetts Academy, the Hellions. Xavier's students
were helpful in identifyingwho the two were, and what
their capacities were. N

One, ayoung Arab of Moroccan orq;ns, was code-
named JetStream. He possessed the ahility to produce
Iarg%e amounts ofenergy, which he used to propel him-
sel throu%h the air like a rocket.

The other, atall Native American, went by the code
name Thunderbird. His abilities were simply stated,
atnd easily understood. He was very fast, and very, very
strong. o

|t was clear that there was animosity between the
Xavier students and their rivals from the Massachusetts
Academy, though Lee could not fail to notice the sig-
nificant” glances that Mirage and Thunderbird ex-
changed, even in their subdued states. Lee could not say
whether there was a history between the two, or
whether both simplywished that there were.

Now that she'd been able to get the attention ofthe six
mutants, she gathered them together, along with her
crewmen, and outlined her plan.



As they wended their way through the corridors and
chambers ofthe Fathership, it seemed to Kitty less like
an interstellar space craft, and more like some un-
earthly, foreboding catacombs, as though they were not
hanging in space between the Earth and her moon, but
instead deep underground in a network of tombs and
oubliettes. The atmosphere, though breathable, was op-
pressive, and from time to time Kitty would shiver asa
chill ran down her spine. _

Kitty realized she'd felt this way before. Some time
a?o, and far away, when she walked through narrow
streets and felt an'inescapable chill in her bones, though
the tropical sun was hI(ih and shining overhead.

“This isjust like tha utg in the Bermuda Triangle,”
she said, her voice barely above awhisper.

“Dis,” Bets_Y said, no turnln? around.

“What?” Kitty fqlanced over atthe telepath, confused.

“The name ot the city is Dis.” BetsY slowed, and
turned to meet Kitty’s gaze. “Another fact | pulled from
the memaories ofour ExemplarEr|soner. Dis was one of
seven major Kh'thon cities, scattered around the globe.
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fthe Kh'thon and their servants are successful, they
Plan to restore the other six aswell.” She paused, and
hen added, “Once they've razed all human civilization
to the qround, ofcourse.”
“Naturally,” Kitty said. o
‘Another one up ahead, Bets,” Logan said, his voice
low and even. He ﬁomted agloved finger at the turn in
the corridor up anead, where a green-robed servitor
was just rounding the comer, carrying some sort of
large tray in his hands, _ _
Already *heard’ him coming.” Betsy smiled, and
tapped her left temple. “He won't see or hear us.”
‘Marvelous,” Raphael said _admlrm%ly, looking at
Betsy as though she were a choice cut ot [amb hanging
in abutcher’swindow. “What | wouldn't give for afew
ofyou in my employ.”

“No, thaner_ou, Mr. Raphael,” Betsy answered, a
slight sneer curling her lip. “I'm afraid ['wouldn't ap-
prove of the work requirements.” She paused, then
added, icily, “Or ofmanagement.”

Kitty cracked asmile. Shewouldntwanttowork for the
spook, either. Atthe same time, she could understandwhy
aphael found the notion so appealing. Though the
Fathership seemed almost deserted, by their standard, from
time to time they came upon one ofthe Kh'thon’s servi-
tors, whether singly or in some groqu. When they did,
with little apparent effort Betsywas able to cloud the servi-
tors’ minds, creating a mental “olind SPOt” that prevented
them from noticing the interlopers. Itwas the next best
thing to being invisible, without the awkward business
ofnot being able to see your hand in front ofyour face.
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‘Are zou quite certain you know where we're
(rlomg?” olonel Stuart eyed the passing servitor warily,
mi;_ers wrapped tightly around the grip of her auto-
matic pistol. _

“More or less,” Betsy replied. _

The servitor continuied by, oblivious to Kitty and the
others passingjust a few feet away, heading in the op-
posite direction, .

“I don’t like this,” Colonel Stuart answered, jaw set.
“I don’t like this ShIP,_thIS plan, or this wholebloody
circumstance, Something is ...wrong.” =

“Hey, it gives me the creeps, t0o,” Kitty objected,
“but don’t take it out on Betsy.” _

“Nah, she’s right, kiddo.Logan was walking a few
ya_rd.s ahead, taking point. “Somethin’ ain't normal in
hisjoint. Smells are all mixed up™—he reached out a
brushed a hand against the dark, oily material of the
nearest wall and his finger tips came away wet—"“and
there’s some kinda weird buzz right on"the edge of
hearing. Making me queasy.” ,

~“It’s not auditory,” BetSy said, eyes on the midale
distance. “That buzz you're perceiving—it’s psionic.
Your brainjust doesn’tknow how to classify the input.”

“What is it?” Kitty asked.

‘A sense ofwrongness.” Betsy closed her eyes mo-
mentanlr, looking pained. o

~“Yes, that’s it precisely.” Raphael snapped his fingers,
his expression excited, as though Betsy had just an-
swered a trivia question he’d been struggling to answer
himself ‘Awrongness.”

“What is it?” Colonel Stuart asked.
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~“It’s the presence ofthe Kh'thon themselves, | be-
lieve.” Betsy opened her eyes, and turned to look at the
others, “They communicate on telepathic wavelengths,
and what we’re picking up is the psychic spillover of
their conversations. But since they're operatm? s far
beyond the normal range of human mentation, it
comes across to us asa kind ofstatic.” She winced, and
pinched the bridge of her nose. “Just be glad none of
you has any sort of aptitude for psionics. What you're
etting isjust a mild vibration ofthe ether. I assure you
atthe full impact ofthe interference is"—she blinked
rapidly, and Frlmaced—“conmderably more noisome.”
“Come along, then.” Colonel Stuart pushed ahead,
and continued up the corridor. “No reason to SP_end a
single moment on this hellish ship beyond what is ab-
solutely necessary.”

This can'tpossibly be rigght. o

Alysande stared at the strange, pulsating thing before
them, W|Il!n[q herselfnot to be sick all over the floor.

Notpossibly rightat all. .

“This is if,” Betsy said, seeming to take the whole
thmlg in stride. _

“ts... it'sjust. . .it'sa...” Alysande’s tongue felt
mmk m her mouth, and she had' trouble forming a

ought.

ngan stood to one side, eyes scanning the entrance
through which they'd come, and the valvelike door-
ways on the opposite sides of the room. He glanced
over his shoulder at the thing, his expression one of
supreme disinterest. “It'sabrain.”
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“Eh,” Kitty said with ashrug. “I've seen bigger.”
Alysande was sure they were havmq her on, playing
alittlejoke at her expense, but she couldn’t muster the
concentration to object. Her every energ?{, at the mo-
ment, was devoted to regarding the pulsating thing be-
fore her with commingled fascination and horror.
“Fascinating.” Raphael stepped closer, and reached a
tentative hand out,asthou%htotouqhthethlng.Then,
remembering himself at the last minute, he blushed,
like an art lover so overcome they almost laid hands on
amasterpiece in amuseum. Holding his hands behind
his back, he leaned in close, bringing his nose within
inches of the things subtly vibrating surface. “It’s or-
ganic, clearly, but ereappeartobetechmﬂogwalem-
ments incorporated into the design as well.” _
The thing looked ‘oremse!y like what it was: a gi-
gantic brain. It was almost five feet tall, a little more
In diameter, roughly spherical with wrePuIar pits and
prominences here and there. Bits of mefal and crystal
were everywhere, protruding from the dark, flesh
surface, or just visible below it. The worst of i
though, Alysande was convinced, was the arrhythmic
\qulsatlons that shook the brain from time t0 time,
|tke abowl of gelatin set to quivering by passing foot-
steps.
I?‘It_’s an immense, artificial brain,” Betsy explained,
sMangﬂnwaMtosmndbemdeRaMmeUuﬂshonof
the hmg[ “an amaldqam oftechnologY and organics.”
“And this is the di s the fleet’s de-
fenses?” Logan asked.
“Down to the smallest cannon,” Betsy answered.

ngus that contro
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Kittywalked the perimeter ofthe giant brain, her ex-
pression thoughtful. “Isit. ... alive? .

“Inasense.” BetsY stretched out her hands, holding
them with palms only inches from the brain’s surface.
“Ithas akind ofsentience, though perhaps not like you
or | would understand the term. I suppose you could
say that it isaware and leave it at that.”

“Is it aware of us?” Al¥sand_e’s mouth felt dry, and
she tlghtened her grip on the pistol.

Betsy shook her head. “No, It’s funn¥], really. Its
‘senses”come from countless points on the hundreds of
ships ofthe fleet, but it cant 'see’ this room atall.”

‘Sowere in its blind spot, then,” Kitty said.

“Inamanner ofspeakln%.” .

“Just like the slaves in the hallways.” Kitty rubbed
her lip for a moment, and then looked up, her eyes
tmheen?n"q Betsy’s. “Could you do to it what you did to

em’

_ “How do you mean?” Betsy cocked her head to one
side, perplexed. _

“Well,” Kitty answered, ust like you clouded the
minds of those slaves, could you kinda ... I don't
know, .. hyﬁ_notlze the brain into thinking its defenses
are active, while shutting them down at the same time.”

_ Betsythought foramoment. “1 suppose that it’s pos-

€,
. Alysande nodded, and glanced at the younﬁ Amer-
ican “girl with burgeonln? admiration, “Then the
Kh'thon wouldn’t know that they were vulnerable until
after the Sentinels had struck.” ° . _
“That’swhat I'm hoping.” Kitty gave a slight smile.
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~“Well " Logan said. He turned around and popped a

single blade Trom the back of his rlght hand. “I'd
Planned on bein’abit more hands-on, but that works,
00, | %uess.” S

“Whatever we do,” Alysande said |m|pat|ently, “We
should do quickly and be gone. I don't relish the notion
ofbeing onboard when those Sentinels arrive. Assum-
ing, ofcourse, thatyour friends are able to hold up their
end of this bargain.” _ R

Kitty put her hands on her hips, her chin held high.
“Don’t worry about our friends, colonel.” She grinned
slyly, and pointed with her chin to the far side of the
room. “Might be better to worry aboutyour own, eh?”

Alysande turned to see Raphael poklng around at a
mix of or?amcs and crystals on the far chamber wall.
The spy stopped, glancing up to see the attention sud-
denly turned on him, and shrugged. “Just thought I'd
see what could be seen. No harm done.”

Alysande narrowed her eyes. “Dont. Touch. Any-
thing.” Then she turned her attention back to Betsy.
“Ms. Braddock, are you ready to begin?” _

Betsy, her hands still held with their palms facing the
brain’s surface, her eyes closed, took a deep breath and
sghe_d. Then she opened her eyes with a slight smile.
“Begin? Darling, I'm neatlythrou%h.”

etsy turned her attention away from the others, and
back to'the enormous brain. She Closed her eyes a%am,
and reached out with her thoughts, brushing against the
cool, alien intellect ofthe enormous organ.

|t was unsettling, the brain that controlled the
fleet’s defenses. Just as its corporeal self was con-
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structed of organic material intermixed with metal
and crystal, so too did its consciousness seem an un-
easy blend of mind and machine, The brain’s
thoughts were simple but quick, rarely rising above
the level of awareness one would find in a house pet
but processing more sensory input than Betsy could
sort through in a lifetime. _

As she hecame gradually more at ease touching
minds with the consciousness of the Fathership brain,
Betsr began to reco%mze something almost like a per-
sonality, In amonsqs the metallic protocols and crys-
talline thou?hts. omething simple but devoted, quick
to anger but eager to J)Iease. _

You're afierceguard dog on the outside, Betsx thought, but
nothing buta cu dlypuppiqon the inside, aren'tyou?

She reached outwith her mind, her thoughts flut-
tering against the brain’s consciousness.
_ Good oy, she sent to the brain in wordless concept-
lma?es. You AUSI want approval, don’t you? Well, we'U see
what we can 0o about that.

Moments passed, and then Betsy pulled her hands
back, in @ motion that wasted no ‘energy, and opened
hereyesonce more, .

“Okay,” she said, turning to the others, the strain
only slightly audible in her tone. “I should he able to
keept the brain occupied awhile, but we shouldn't waste
anytime.” _

“What did you do?” KlttY asked.

“Would you believe that I'm tlckllng its belly, and

keeping it distracted from its watchdog Quties?”
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“That makes about as much sense as anythmgfm this
place,” Logan snarled. “Come on, let’sgetoutothere.”
“Can't go that way,” Logan said,g'erking athumb over
his shoulder and eadmg_back he way they’d come.
“Um, butisn’t the landing bay that direction?” Kitty
asked, pomtln%fartheruP_thecorrldor. . _
Logan had been scouting ahead, making sure their
route was clear, .
“Yep,” Logan said simply. “But that deserted inter-
section up ahead aint so deserted anymore.” He
glanced over at Betsy. “Youle got some pretty im-
pressive moi]o, Bets, but I'm guessin’ that even you
can't keep the Fathership’s brain buffaloed and till
cloud the perceptions of a few dozen servitors at the
same time.” _ _ .
Betsy recoiled a fraction, her hand flying protectively
to her throat. “Um, no, I’d rather not'try, thank you.”
_ “Then we can't go that way.” With that, Logan con-
_t|nu<ted walking down the corridor, heading to the next
juncture.

They were halfway to the landing bay when everything
went horribly wrong., _

Using the memories she'd gleaned from their Ex-
emplar prisoner as a guide, Betsy had directed the
group along an alternate route. This path, however, re-
quired them to make use ofa kind ofelevator, aroughly
spherically shaped chamber that descended from one
level to the next. o

“I don’t like it,” Logan said warily. “Enclosed space,
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no way out, nowhere to run if this thing goes some-
wherewe dont like.”

“Yeah,” Kitty said with a half-hearted shrug, “but
what are you gonna do? This is the only ‘fift" in sight,
and we don’t know how long it'll take to make a circuit
and come back this way.”

‘Are there not any stairs?” Alysande asked. Though
she was loathe to admit they shared anything in com-
mon, the diminutive Canadian’s concerns were her
own. “Our options would improve immeasurably on a
stalrway.” . _

“No, I'm afraid not.” Betsy shook her head. “It’s this
or the rush-hour pedestrian traffic back that way.” She
jerked her head back mdmatmg the way they’d come.

Raphael ste Red forward, and examined the walls of
the chamber. They appeared to be made out of some
highly durable completel?f transparent material. ‘A
glass elevator,” he mused. “I believe I read about that in
astory, once upon atime,” _ _

“| vead it too,” Kitty said, shouldering past him, “but
unless you think we're more I|ke|¥ to find a giant Pe_ac_h
somewnere around here that'll get us back home, this is
our only way back to the ship. So move it or lose it.”

Rapiael treated her to a smile that didn't reach his
eyes, and followed her in. Betsywent next, followed by
Alysande. Logan Ilngiered foramoment outside.

“I still don't like It,” he said, shaking his head. Then
he %rltted his teeth and stepped onboard.
~ The door, 50 transRarent_and clear that it was almost
invisible, slid shut behind him, and the chamber began
to sink through the floor,
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“Woof!” Kitty doubled over, her hands on her knees.
“Wasn't exPectmg that.” She looked down through the
transgaren floor ofthe mobile room. ,

Where before they had been on the solid, and
opaque floor of the ship’s deck, now the lift was de-
scending through avast, cavernous space. It seemed to
extend in all directions, apparently limitless, crisscrossed
with anetwork ofwalkways, ramps, and [andings.

The transparent lift, which seemed to be followinga
vertical track identical to the horizontal walkways that
skeined the open space, was rapidly descending toward
awide, ?rar plain below them, .

“First floor, cqmmF up,” Betsy said cheerfully.
“Ladies’ sundries, jewelry, electronics, and long-way-
round to the landing bay.” _

Visible straight down below their feet, the gray floor
rose up to greet them, an aperture msmi; openjust as
mey rehached it, just large enough for them to pass

rough.

Angd thatwas when everything had gone wrong.

The door to the lift flowed open, and Kitty phased, in-
stinctively, for all the good it would do her.

There; inthe wide open space before them, towered
seven inhuman figures, each stranger and more
?rot_esque than the [ast. They were eachiahundred feet
all ifthey were an inch, looking like across between a
man, an octopus, a Thai dinner, and am?htmare.

“Um, hi?" Kitty gave a little half-hearfed wave.

“Friends,” Betsy said, her voice level but strained,
“meet the Kh'thonic Collective.”
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As Kitty’s eyes adapted to the gloom, she noticed in
addition to the seven Inhuman creatures before them a
human wearing robes that appeared to be made out of
Polden light, while in the wings more human shapes
Ingered, hefting what appeared to be strange, alien
wea onrg._ _ _

“You bitch,” Colonel Stuart said, wheeling on Betsy.
You setus UE?”

“What?!” ets_%f’s mouth gaped, and her eyes went
\tm((jje. “Vg,hatposm le benefit could there be in‘it for me
0 0 507

“I dont know,” Colonel Stuart snarled. ‘You tell
me."

“Ladies,” Raphael said behind his hand, his eres on
the Kh'thon, whom he then flashed with a careful smile
before continuing. “This is neither the time nor the
place for bickering.” _

“I gotta say, | agree with Raph on this one.” Logan
popped his claws with a snikt, and gave a feral grin.
‘Now’s the time for scrapping.” _

“I'll have to disagree, friend,” Raphael said, and
stepped out ofthe lift. Arms held wide, he began walk-
n;\? toward the Kh'thon, a broad smile on"his face.
“Now is the time to negotiate.”



Doug Ramsey was caught in the middle. It was the
same old storY, really. Scyllaand Charyhdis, arock and
ahard place, the devil and the deep blue sea. Or, in this
Partlcular instance, two giant, feral Sentinels, one of
hem shaped like a humungous snake with arms, the
other like an impossibly enormous spider. And both of
them programmed to kill all mutants.

_ Whlch,.conmdermgthatDou%and his two compan-
lons deflmteI;{feII under the umbrella of “all mutants,”
was not exactly welcome news, _

To make matters worse, though, more Sentinels
were amvm% by the moment. Some were small, no
more than a Tew inches long, other as tall as Rogue or
taller, but all of them feral, all of them adapted along
strange paths of evolution and chance, each design
more outlandish than the last. .
~ “Okay, boys,” Rogue said, swatting at awinged Sen-
tinel no bigger than the mosquitoes whose shape it had
adopted. She sized up the competition. “I figure I can
handle Charlotte the Sentinel over there™—she
pointed to the giant spider— “but that’ll leave the snake
without a dance partner.”
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Hank, who'd already tacked his glasses into his shirt
Boc_ket, cracked his knuckles like aconcert pianist lim-
ermF up for a performance, and shucked offhis shoes.
“| believe | can address that concern, my dear lady.
Though my preference is always for mattérs cerebra
I've had my fair share of experience in the corporeal
realms aswell.” S

Rogiue flashed him a lopsided grin, and then glanced
overatDoug. _

“That means it’sup t"you, boy,” she said.

“Yes.” Hank glanced his direction. “Ifyou can %et the
central computer up and running, there should be a
way to override the Sentinels” command protocols.”

“Erm, sure?” Dou?_lman_aged aweak smile. “It’ll be a
Flece ofcake, right?” He winced, hoping that neither of
hem noticed how his voice cracked like a kid about to
be booted from the boys’ choir, but ifthey had noticed,
theygavenom nofit” o
‘Attaboy,” Rogue said, and punched him lightly on
the upper arm. “Now, ifyou'll excuse us, | believe we're
keepin®our hosts waitin”.”
~ With that, Rogue spun on her heel, and launched
gnotthelalr like a missile, aiming for the towering spider
entinel.

‘Afteryou, my dear.” Hank doffed an imaginary hat,
and crotched low, collecting energy in his legs like
coiled springs. Then, in one fluid motion, he exploded
into the air, twisting around in midleap so that he hit
the nearest wall feetfirst, then pu_shmq]_off and re-
bounding straight at the snake Sentinel, his arms held
wide, enormous hands open and grasping. The snake
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Sentinel fired round after round from its arm-mounted
weaPons, but Hank’s movements were too quick and
erratic for any ofthem to strike home. _

Which left Doug swatting away minuscule mosquito
hots, while in the shadows scavenger Sentinels and
lower-rankin R[edators eyed him hunglrlly. Swallow-
ing hard, an |k|n[q the ‘strap of his leather satchel
higher on his shoulder, he set off into the gloomy
depths ofthe facility.

Only minutes after first being told that he was a mu-
tant, Dougi had been asked to establish a meam_n?ful di-
alogue with a potentially hostile extraterrestrial. He'd
been sleepmlg, before that, so this came as apretty rude
wake-up call" A short while after that, he’d found him-
selfhalfway across the galaxy, on a megastructure called
aDyson sphere, where he Rad to decipher the controls
ofan ancient stargate to prevent the complete destruc-
tion of Earth. He'd even traveled to Asgard, the other-
dimensional home ofthe Norse gods.

And yet, none ofthat led Doug to expect that he’d
one day be standing inside a ?lant robot head, as big as
the capitol dome in Washington, D.C. Much less on a
hovering platform, hundreds of feet above the ground.

Tricking the roatln%pIatform into carrymgi im up
from the factory floor had been the easy part. 1t had its
own independent operating system, re(iuwmg asimple
securltY authorization code to unlock all of its features.
It had taken Doug only a matter of moments to con-
vince the platform that'he was a fully authorized repair
technician, put the platform’s operating core in a diag-
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nostic mode, disable all ofits onboard security proce-
dures, and then slave the command system to his voice-
ﬁ[lnt. When he was through, the platform would take

im wherever Doug wanted with nothing but aword,
his own h|ﬁh-tech yingcarpet.

Which he would need, since a brief survey of the
area squested that the Master Mold’s operator core—
the central computer that could regulate all of the fac-
tories processes, and remotely operate any Sentinels,
whatever the make and model, whatever the distance—
was located high overhead, inside the hollow “head” of
the Master Mold itself It was fitting, Doug supposed.
After all, the operator core was the facility’s "brain,” and
isn’t that where a brain was supFosed to be found?

Once he had the floating P atform on a leash, as it
were, it was time to take it out forawalk.

“Platform,” Doug said, stepping onto the middle of
the disc, keeping careful hold on his satchel. “Elevate.”
_ With awhispered hum, the platform began to rise u
in the air, buoyed by some variety of suspensor fields
whose functioning was far beyon Dou?_’s kinn
~ Whatdol know? Doug ruminated, feeling butterflies
in his stomach, and tr¥|n1g not to look down. I'm a soft-
warequy. Floaty-disc tech? That’ hardware. ,

Gradually picking up speed, the platform rose higher
and higher. remaining so perfectly level that, if Doug
had closed his eyes, the on ?/way he’d have known they
were in motion at all would have been the whisper of
wind on his cheek as the air rushed past.

But Doug wasn't about to close his eyes. Heck, he
was afraid even to blink for fear that he'd'miss the mo-
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ment when he'd have to tell the platform to stop and
the¥’d cargen into the ceiling above at high speed.
” he ceiling that, at the moment, was approaching

ast,
“P-platform,” Doug said, breathlessly. “Stop. Stop!

Stop!’

_I%he flying platform stopped, with only inches sepa-
rating the top of Doug’s head from the massive array of
computational etument above him. _

“Um, thanks?” Doug let out a ragi?ed sigh of relief
Far in front of him was a broad, gently curving purple
wall. He slowly turned his head, peermglover his shoul-
?er, and was s startled he almost tumbled offthe plat-
orm.

“Cripes!”

|t took a moment for D_ou? to understand what was
before him. His first instinct had been that it was an
enormous, expressionless face staring right at him.
Which was, while impossible, no less terrifying.

Gradually, though, he realized what he was seeing. It
was like one ofthose oPncaI illusions, where one looks
at the inside of a plaster cast made of a human face.
Seen from HWUSt the H%h’[ angle, the inside ofa face cast
looks like the outside 0Ta face, not concave but convex. It
had something to do with the way the human brain
Processed the visual imagery, or played with expecta-
jons, or closure, or something like that. Whatever the
case, it meant that a face in reverse lookedjust like the
face itself, and vice versa.

Which meant, of course, that the Master Mold
wasn't staring at him. Its expressionless gaze was still di-
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rected out over the Ecuadorianjungle at the volcano of
Tungurahua. What Doug was seeing was the hollow in-
terior ofthat foreboding, emotionless visage.
And above him, a massive bulk of gbray cylinders
connected by snaking conduits and cables, was the
Master Mold’s sleeping brain.
“Time towake up.” _
Doug reached into his satchel, and pulled out his
Eortable_computer. He squatted down and openmlg the
CD, laidthe computer on his knees. With a fami larly
reassur(ljng chiming noise, the computer woke up from
suspend.
‘pO_kay, darlin’” he said, pattlng the computer’s case
affectionately, “time to go towork.”
~ Balancing the computer on his knees, Doug reached
into his satchel and pulled out a coil of cabling. One
end was a standard connector, while the other was a
ktmdt ﬁfover5|ze alligator clip, with long, sharp, serrated
12 ee IH
“Platform. Elevate six inches and stop.”
With a quiet hum, the platform raised up. Doug
plugged the cable’s connector into his computer.
“Okay, now where is . .. ?” Doug squinted up at the
conduits and cabling of the operator core, now just
within arm’s reach. The light was dim, so he pulled a
small flashlight from his satchel, and played its beam
across the snarl ofmassive electronics. AR, there itis.”
Keeping careful hold of the computer, he straight-
ened and, with the cable in hand, reached out and
clamped its alll%]ator clip end onto a particular conduit
overhead. The Tong serrated teeth of the clip bit deep



X-Men: The Return 237

into the conduit, and when Doug pulled his hand away
the cable held firmly in place. o

_ “Now, Mr. Master Mold.” Doug smiled, fingers flx-
ing over the computer’s keyhoard. “Let’stalk shall we?”

Elsewhere in the factory, things were not going sowell.
At some point along the way, Hank and Rogue had
switched partners, he taking on the spider Sentinel, she
taking on the snake. Then Rogue ha mana?ed to wrap
the snake in knots, and force fed'the Sentinel its own guns.
_ Then Hank had managed to trip the spider up, ﬂet-
ting it tangled in its own legs, careering into a wall at
speed, knocking out its own sensor_K mechanism.
Which seemed, for amoment, like agood start.
_But then the two X-Men had discovered, to their
dismay, that the spider and snake did not represent the
apex 0f the Sentinel evolutionary ladder, but were at
least one or two rungs down. .
Higher on the Sentinel food chain was—
‘Agiantgorilla?” Rogue said in disbelief “Yagotta be
kiddin'me ... _
“Oh my stars and garters.” Hank qaped eyes wide.
It was faller than a typical Sentinel model’ 'oerhaps
one hundred thirty to one hundred fifty feet tall, but its
habit ofwalkm? on its knuckles made it seem decep-
tively short. Its forearms were massive and lengthened,
while its legs were short but powerful. twas topped by
the familiar Sentinel headpiece, but there was some-
thing strange about the lower halfofthe expressionless
Sentinel face.
“Uh, Hank... 7" Rogue began, but before she could
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finish her thought, the lower half of the gorilla Sen-
tinel’s face swung open,jaw distending, revealinga row
oflaser cannons. These roared to life, splttlng out thick
beams of pure ener?y, lancing toward the two X-Men.

Hank danced out ofthe wayjust in time, the leading
edge of one of the laser blasts singeing the side of his
face, his right sleeve smoldering. Rogue had the ability
to move faster, but her reflexes were not as h!ghI?/ af-
tuned as Hank’s, and so she was caught by a direct hit,
the blast impacting on her chestand kno_ckm? her back-
ward off her feet. 1f not for her near-invulnerability,
she'd have been incinerated on the spot. As it was, the
breath was knocked from her, and she fell with a thud
to thoe haﬁd concrete floor, stars dancing in her eyes.

11 uc IH

Hank rushed to her side, and helped her to her feet
while the gorilla Sentinel recharged its mouth lasers.

“| believe, Rogue, that we have met the top predator
of the Sentinel world. One can scarcely imagine any-
thing Prexlngon that” _

Just then, a kind of distorted, electronic roar
sounded from somewhere in the factory, followed by a
deafening thud, then another, then andther. Footsteps,
and approaching fast, _

“| wish you hadn't of said that, Hank,” Rogue said,
shaklngiher head wearily, .

Another Sentinel lurched into view, equally as big as
the gorilla, But where the gorilla Sentinel had |_o_n(i
arms and short legs, this one had tiny, almost vest|g|a
arms, but massive, powerful legs, The torso extended
into a kind oftail, which the Sentinel used to maintain
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balance, and its oversize headpiece was se?m_ented, the
lower halfswinging open to reveal a set ofwicked pin-
cerlike Erabblng mechanisms. _

ItHan ,tlooked at it, wide-eyed with amazement.
1} ’S”I I ,SI“”

“It’s a blamed dinosaur, Hank.” Rogue let out a
ragged sigh, _ _

“Could it be some kind of convergent evolution?”
Hank absently pulled his glasses from’ his pocket, and
setting them on his nose peered ui) at the approachmP
Sentinel inwonderment, *Morphologically It’s , .. well
it'saT. rex. Which is not impossible, however implau-
sible. But howwould ... 7" _

“I think you’ll have to puzzle it out later,” Rogue
said, and grabbing hold of Hank's arm lifted him up
into the air just as the massive pincer jaws of the di-
nosaur Sentinel smashed into the space they’djust va-
cated. “Looks like Rex here is hungry.”

“Just remarkable.” _ _ _

For amoment, it looked like the gorilla and the di-
nosaur might turn on each other instead, but whatever
strange evolutlonarY paths their command protocols
had taken, apparently the imperative to eradicate mu-
tants still took precedence. _

~ Carrying Hank under her arm like a football, Ro?ue
nﬂped from one side of the cavernous space to the
other, mana mi;_to keep ahead of the laser blasts from
the gorilla Sentinel and the massive jaws of the di-
nosaur . .. butjust barely.

“I dontknow aboutyou, Hank but I'm bushed. Don't
know how much longer 1l be able to keep this up.”
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_“Oh, I shouldnt worry about that,” said a voice be-
hind them. _ _
They turned, and saw Doug standing atop a flying
platform, floating in midair. _
C"r 'I rex and Kong, huh?” Doug nodded approvingly.
1] 00 IH
‘The dinosaur roared, and the gorilla swung around,
bringing its mouth cannons to bear,
“Doug, look out!™ Hank shouted.
Doug]ust smiled, and raised his hand.
“Stop,” he said simply, and the Sentinels groundto a
halt, frozen like statues. _ _
“Um, Doug?” Hank said uneasily. “Am | to take it
matlyégu Ve established communication with the Master
0 IH
Doug smiled more broadly. He reached into his
satchel and pulled out acellular phone. o
“You could say we e established communication.”
, RoPue zipped over and landed gracefully on the fly-
ing platform. She released her hold on Hank who
stralghtenedhlsshlrt, fussily. o .
“Doug, you're my hero,” she said with a grin. “I'd
kiss ya . . . If, you know, it wouldn’t mean suckin’ the
life outta you and stealin’your powers and memaories,
Those blamed Sentinels _anfg near had my number.”
Aw.” Dou? shuffled his feet, blushing. “It wasnt
anything, really.” .
“So have you convinced the Master Mold to activate
all the decornmissioned Sentinels?” Hank asked eagerly.
“Well,” Doug answered, prevaricating, “we may have
run into a teensy-weensyproblem ...”
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Scott and the others weren't dead yet, but it wasn't
from lack oftrying. _
“I've got an‘idea, Kurt, why not try to teleport us into
avat ofmolten iron nexttime? That might be quicker.”
“I'll forgive that comment, Herr Summers, hecause
| know you are trqu to make a smalljoke, and I can't
hold your complete lack of a sense of humor against
ou.”

~ “Tovarisches,” Peter 1gruntedI as an Exemplar pounded
into his organic steel frame with a force that could have
shattered mountains. “Perhaps now ... isnot. .. the
best time.” _

Kurt sighed dramat|call¥. “You should be (i{ateful we
brought Peter along, Scott.” He leapt six feet in the air,
just narrowI}/ missing the latest sweelpm%attack by the
superspeedster Exemplar, a yellow-clad blur of move-
mentalmost too fast to see. “After all, he’sthe only one
ofus more humor-impaired than you.” ,

~ Scott, to Kurt’s surprise, mana?ed asmall grin, and
fired an optic blast at the Exemplar wearing the dark
cloak, who maddeningly went invisible and ntangible
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just as the beam reached him, phasing back into visible
corﬁgoreallty only after it Passed harmlessly through.
he fourth member ofthe Exemplar quartet whose
amusements their sudden teleportation nto the alien
city had mterruPted was a short distance away, watching
the combat with a detached expression. On his fore-
head was some sort of red gem, though whether it was
decorative or served apurpose—aweapon, perhaps?—
Scott couldn’t say, since the ruby, as Scott thought of
him, had yet to make a move. , _
~ “This i5 getting us nowhere,” Kurt said, lunging to one
side, catching aglancing blow as the yellow-clad speedster
mpged by again. “We need to think ofanew plan.”
cott fired an optic blast at the ruby Exemplar, who
Pr_omptly disappeared. For an instant, he assumed that
this was another Fhantor_n, another able to phase invis-
ible and intangible, but in the blink of an eye the ruby
reappeared on the far side ofthe pool, in the same pos-
ture and pose. _ o
A teleporter, Scott realized, That ?ave him an idea.
“Kurt, you up to teleporting, yet?” _
_Rebounding off the wall, wrapping his prehensile
tail around one of the outstretched stone tentacles of
the ?lant inhuman statue and swmgmqto the far side,
Kurt scratched his head thoughtfully. “I think so. Why?”
“The shield’s bound to be back up,” Scott answered,
not chancmg a glance at the remote on his belt, “but
You should be able to scout out a path for us through
he city. Feel like ﬁlvm% itashot?”
Kuit, hanging head down, just out ofthe speedster’s
reach, crossed his legs, as casually as ifhe were perched
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on apark bench, and shrugged. “Why not, Mein Freund.
I'll be back inamoment.’

Bamf.

Scott glanced over, and saw that as soon as Kurt had
’Rorted, the ruby Exemplar had likewise disappeared. If
the ruby was a teleporter, as Scott surmised, then Kurt’s
little scouting mission would serve a dual purpose.
He'd be able to scout out apath for them, possibly even
finding the prisoners themselves, but he'd also bé lead-
ing the rubyteIePorteronam_errychase. o

O feoursé, Scott thought with a S|I%h'[ smile, it might
have been better if1 d actually told Kurt thatpart oftheplan.

Scott almost felt as if he'd made ajoke. Well, if so,
Kurtwould only have himselfto blame.

“Verdammt, Scott!” _ o

Kurt leapt into the air, lashing out with a kick that
connected with the yellow blur otthe speedster, Then,
just as the ruby-wearing Exemplar teleported above
him, ready to grab hold of Kurt with a telekinetic fist,
Kurt ported away.

And somehow ourfour-to-three odds, Kurt thought, have
turned into two-to-one odds against me alone. | do hope Peter
and Scott appreciate thisgift | vegiven them,

Kurt had not beenbom yesterday. He’d seen Scott
glance at the ruby Exemplar across the pool, and had
seen the ruby teleportashort distance moments before.
Sowhen Scott had asked Kurt to scout ahead, he’d had
afairly good idea that a secondary objective would be to
|ure one oftheir foes away, for a briefwhile at least, on
awild-goose chase.
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What Scott had failed to take into consideration, and
Kurt had been too overconfident to consider, was that
the yellow-clad speedster had cIearIYtaken some sort of
P_ersonal dislike to the furry blue elf, and that in addi-
jon to the ruby teleportmq_after,hlm when Kurt bamfed
away, the speedster would Tikewise come and hunt him
dowin. And so now, while trying to find a path through
the city, or better yet locate the prisoners they sought
themselves, Kurt was forced to contend with, not one,
but two Exemplars out for his blood.

To which he could only repeat, “Verdammt, Scott!”

In the years since hed left the family farm in Siberia
Peter Rasputin had traded blows witf aliens, gods, and
monsters, with giant robots, cyborgs, and Mandroids,
with heroes, villains, and friends. And none ofthem, to
the best of his recollection, had hurt quite so much s
this thrice-damned Exemplar. |

Hairless, like all the servants of the Kh'thon, this one
wore skln-tl%htvestments of silver and blue, witha stYI-
ized thunderbolt emblazoned on the chest. Much shorter
than Peter, he was onI?/ aninch or so taller than Scott, but
easily twice as wide, thickly muscled with a dispropor-
tionately large upper bOdK'- His massive arms, like pistons,
swung_ ack and forth, his large fists like jackhammers
poun mg into Peter again and again and again.

Not that Peter wasn't glvm? 85 good as he got. For
every blow that the thunderbolt Exemplar struck, Peter
responded with one of his own. Their battle carried
them from one end of the long reflecting pool to the
other and hack again.
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By the white wolf, but he's a tough one.

Even in his armored form, the punishment Peter’s
body was taking had begun to take its toll. Still, he was
grateful, knowing that had he been on the receiving end
0f even one of the thunderbolt’s blows while in his
flesh-and-blood form his body would likely hive been
liquidized. _ _

Peter was reminded of the last time he’d gone toe-
to-toe with an opponent as strong and as tou?h asthis
one, It had been on the moon, years before, Tacing off
against Gladiator, the leader of the alien Imperial

uard. It did not escape Peter’s notice that, on that oc-
casion it had been the other combatantwho had been
the victor, not Peter. . N

Ofcourse, a buildingfell on me, so itwas hardIKafalrnght.

Peter hoped that, assuming he could keep from
being buried under falling masonry thistime, he might
come out the winner, _

But he wasn't willing to place any bets on his
chancesjust yet.

Scott, meanwhile, was finding outjust how frustrating
it could be to fight an opponent one could neither see
nor touch. _ _
“Kitty could learn athing or two from you, friend,”
Scott said, firing another optic blast, only'to see it pass
through empty air as the phantom disappeared, then
reappeared a few feet away.
e considered trying the same shotgun approach
that Hank had suggeste he use againstthe Capo ofthe
Judgment’sWatch Cohort in Manhattan, but abriefat-
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tempt |proved fruitless, as the phantom simply went in-
tba}ngtlbe and breezed through the randonily placed
asts.
‘Arrant of the Lightnin%Factor Cohort is no friend
p

to gou, degenerate,” the phantom said, his voice high
and reedy, “but I'll happily teach you and yours a lesson
in subjugation.”

With that the ﬁhanto_m surged forward, his dark
gloatlt< flapping behind him, moving directly toward
cott.

Scott had spent too much time training Kitty in the

Danger Room to underestimate the destructive capa-
bilities of someone able to pass through solid matter, I
this phantom was able to bring other objects along with
him, he could very well phase Scott halfway through
solid rock and then leave him there. And Scott knew
from experience that _ar]Y object, or person, that sud-
denly returned to solidify inside another object fared
none too well, _
_ Ofcourse, ifthe Phantom’s powers worked angthlng
like Kitty’s, he would have to lay hands on Scott before
taking him anywhere. Which mean that Scott’s Oﬁ'[lc
blasts would be of much less use in this instance than
plain old hand-to-hand combat, o

Whichwas fine with Scott. It had been awhile since

he got aworkout.

ure enough, as the phantom got closer, he grabbed
for Scott, hands outstretched. Scott, falllng back on
years of martial arts tramlngi, blocked the grab, ducking
down and under the phantom’s arms and stepping to
one side. Scott lashed out, hoping to land a punch to the
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phantom’s side, but at the last instant the phantom
went invisible and intangible.,

Scott danced away, and an instant later the phantom
returned to visible corporeality, and came by for an-
other pass. o _

This time Scott tried a different approach, meeting
the phantom head-on, shoulder forward, hoping to
Rl_ow into the phantom’s midriffand knock the air from

im.
The phantom, taking a defensive posture, went in-
tangible JIUSt as Scott barreled through the space he'd
previously occupied.

Scott’smomentum carried him forward a few yards,
and when he spun around, he saw the phantom holding
his ground, eyeing him weanIY. From the crisp outline
ofhis shadow, Scott could tell the phantom was solid,
an% Sc?tt assumed that he was planning his next move.

amf,

Kurtteleported in immediately behind the phantom,
and before the Exemplar could react, clodded him
across the back of the head with a two-handed blow.
The phantom, rendered senseless, fell to the %round.

“These Hames bore me, Scott,” Kurt said, landing
nimbly on his feet. “Shall we move along now?”

Kurt explained quickly. He'd managed to shake the two
Exemplars who'd been tailing him, but was Sure that
they’d be along anK moment now. He could use the
brigfrespite, though, as he wasjust about ‘ported out.

Then he explained that, as he and the two had been
playing their game of tag back and forth across this
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strange city, he had caught sight ofa group of human
prisoners being led down a ramﬁ into some sort ofsub-
surface chamber. Itwas onl?]/ asnort distance away from
the reflecting pool where t e?/ nowstood.

“That’ll be where Lee and the others are being held,”
Scott said thoughtfully. o

“My thinking exactly.” Kurt leaned over, resting his
hands on his knees, “And I thought it best to fetch you
and Peter before effecting a rescue, since | didn’t want
you to feel leftout.” =

The barest hint ofasmile lifted the comers of Scott’s
mouth, “Very thoughtful ofyou.”He turned and, cuP-
P_mg his h?,r)ds around his mouth, shouted. “Peter, it’s

ime to go!

His combat with the thunderbolt having continued
ceaseless since their arrival, Peter straightened, and re-
garded his opponent, a little wistfully.

“ regret that I'm forced to draw our contest to a
(k:)lose,_” eter said apologetically. “But I'm afraid | must

e going.
ithgthat, he lunged forward,.surBrisingly fast, and
caught the thunderbolt ina crushing bear huq, his arms
?mned to his sides. Before the Exemplar could wriggle
ree, Peter walked to the edge ofthe pool, reared hack
ﬁ?d then flung the thunderbolt end over end through
ear.

The thunderbolt Sﬁlashed into the far end of the
pool, and even thougnh he thrashed mightily, quickly
sank to the hottom. .

“Let us go quickly, tovarisches,” Peter said, setting off
toward Scottand Kurtatajog. “He’ll take amoment or
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two to get out, but ifwe’re still here when he does I'm
afraid our departure will be again delayed.”

Scott looked to Kurt, who only sfirugged, and the
three X-Men set offrunning.

They reached a broad courtyard. On the opposite side
was the ramﬂ down which Kurt had seen the prisoners
being led. They had only to cross a distance of a hun-
dred yards or 0, and they could descend.

Buttherewasasllghtproblem.

“Kurt,” Scott said through clenched teeth. “l don’t
remember you mentioning anything about an army of
Exem_PIar before.” .

~With a rakish smile, Kurt scratched his head. “I
didnt? I'm pretty sure | must have.” o

Peter shook his head, his hands clenched in fists of
steel. “I think [ would have remembered that.”

Kurt ?Ianced at Scott and winked. “There seems to
be ahou offorqetfulness going around, meine Freunde.
Why, first Scoft forgot to point out our teleportin
friend, and then only ashortwhile later the existence 0
this horde ofExemplar between us and our goal com-
pIeteIK_shppedm mind.” ,
~“This. 1s not. unnr.” Scott’s jaw was clenched so
tightly he could scarcely get the words out.

“Oh, %ou’re only saying that because you have no
sense ofhumor.” Kurt gave a little salute, and grinning
like one ofhis swashbuckling heroes, plunged into the
fray. “Trust me,” he called over his shoulder, falling to
R‘lIOW'S Wllth agreen-skinned, four-armed Exemplar, “it’s
Ilariousl”



Vox Septimus was the hinge on which Lee’s escape plan
turned. That, and a fair amount of luck. _

Lee, her crewmen, and the inhibitor-collar-wearing
mutants were all in position when next the door in the
wall flowed open. The next few moments would tell
whether Lee’s plan had any chance of success.

~ Clearly, though, Lee was in the catbird seat, as the

first figure through the door, crystal rod in hand, was
Vox Septimus. Behind him trooped anumber of pris-
oners, most ofwhom seemed to be regular humans,
men and women, except for one in auniform of black
and white, a haughty expression on his elfin features,
even subdued as he was by the inhibitor collar. Lee rec-
ognized him as Northstar, the Quebecois hero and
member of the Canadian super-team Alpha Flight, If
Lee’s dim recollections were correct, his powers in-
cluded flight and superspeed, both of which would
come in handy, assuming that their escape plans ad-
vanced past the first stage.

|t was time to see if Lee’s strategy would work. She
motioned to the others, and took her position.
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The tall Native American code-named Thunderbird
had been tapped to play the role ofthe heavy He was the
most physically imposing of all the mutant prisoners,
and even through the miasma ofthe inhibitor collar, was
able to work up a sufficiently convmcm? rage. Lee was
sorry for the punishment he'd endure, ither plan were
to succeed, but Thunderbird shrugged it off! It was
worth it, he'd said, ifthey could regain their freedom.

Just as the last ofthe néwly arrived prisoners was en-
terln_? the chamber, and the pair ofcrystal-rod-wwldln(_i
servitors in the rear crossed the threshold, Lee wen
into her act. , ,
~“Vox!” she shouted, rushm[q forward, hands out inan
imploring gesture. “Help me!" He’s gone crazy!”

ust then, on cue, Thunderbird lunged after her,
teeth barred, hands out and grasping, bellowing with

rage. . : .

Lee scrambled to Vox Septimus’s side, and pointed at
the charging mutant. _

“He’s augmented, Vox, and he plans to kill us!”

There was amoment’s hesitation on Vox Septimus’s
ﬁart, and for an instant Lee ,thou?ht that her stratagem

ad failed. But then the servitor glanced at her, drew his
?og_tramto atight ling, and turned back to face Thun-
erbird.

“Not this time, augment!” Vox Septimus snarled,
surprisingly vicious, and then blinding white light shot
Br,o(rjn the tip of his crystal rod, lancing into Thunder-

ird,

Pinned by the white burst of energy, Thunderbird
hurled backhis head and howled.
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Just then, the other mutant prisoners, who had
arranged themselves in awide arc around the ogenmg,
raced forward, screaming bloody murder and charging
directly at the ﬁaw of servitors in the rear of the train.

Eyes wide, the servitors raised their crystal rods,just
as \Vox Septimus had done, and fired offbolts ofwhite
light at the attackmg mutants.

Then Lee made her move. _

She began by bringing her foot crashing down on
Vox Septimus’s instep, the heel of her boot impacting
with an audible crunch. Then, as Vox Septimus began
to double over in pain, she brought her hands down in
atwo-handed chop, smashing into the servitor'swrist,
His grip on the crystal rod loosened, and the rod clat-
tered to the floor.

Lee dove after it. On hands and knegs, she scrambled
for the crystal rod, andjust as she wrapped her fingers
around itand turned, Vox Septimus was standing over
her. He looked down at Lee, a confused, betrayed ex-
pression on his face.

“I’m so sorry,” Lee managed, and then squeezed the
ch_staI ust as she'd seen the servitors do, and a bolt of
white light lanced out, splashing into Vox Septimus’s
face and chest. _

Still on her back, Lee lifted on one elbow, and as Vox
Septimus crashed to the floor, neck and face scorched,
his eyes rolling back in his head, she fired off energy
blasts in rapid succession. Her aim was no better than
her control, but after a half-dozen blasts she'd managed
to connect with both of the other servitors, who now
laywrithing on the floor, alive, butjust barely.
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Lee climbed to her feet, as Paolo and the others
helped the mutants to their feet. Those who, like
Thunderbird, had been on the receiving end ofone of
the energy blasts, had arougher time of it than the rest,
: “(?kay;:’ she said, dusting off her jeans. “Time for
step two.

Lee’s gamble had paid off She'd gathered, from her
conversations with \Vox Septimus, and from yvatchmgz
the wag that he interacted with his fellow servitors, tha
he harbored some degree of resentment for the “au%-
ments,” those servitorswho had been %lven special abi
ities. He'd also seemed to have developed some
affection for or attachment to Lee herself The presence
of terrestrial mutants in the prison chamber, whether
their powers were inhibited or not, provided Lee the
opportunity to stage a little drama for Vox Septimus and
see ifshe could use his resentments to her benefit.

It had all worked flawlessly, of course, going off
without a hitch. Sowhy did Lee feel so lousy? Sure; Vox
Septimus had been happily leading Lee and her men to
the slaughterhouse, alongwith countless other human
Frlsoners,.but he didn’t seem such abad sort, for all of
hat. But in the end, it had come down to him or the
prisoners, and Lee had know immediately what side she
Was on.

Still, she couldn’t help feeling sorry for the Boor %uy.
From the look on his face when the energy blast had
knocked him out, it was clear he just hadn't seen it
coming.
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|t took a hit of trial and error to work out how to re-
move the inhibitor collars, and Lee came very near to
blowing off a few heads in the process. In the end,
though, all seven mutant prisoners were free, slowly re-
gaining their powers and abilities, leaving Lee, Frank
and Paolo armed with the crystal rods previously
wielded by their jailors. The mutants were still a bit
dazed from the exertion ofrousting themselves to ac-
tion, and rested here and there, regaining their energy.

“Okay,” Lee said, turning and addressing the two
dozen or two other prisoners, all of them re?ular men
and women, with a few older children scattered here
and there. “Here’sthe deal. That door™—she pointed to
the aé)erture in the silvery wall—*is open, but we have
no idea how long it’s going to stay that way. So my
friends and | are gomgi out, and we aren’t coming back.
The problem is, we also have no idea what sort of re-
sistance we're going to run into. The plan is to get off
this island, however we can. But there’s a chance we
won't make it.” She paused, and took a deep breath be-
fore continuing. “But ifwe don't make it, at leastwe can
make things as difficult for these alien bastards as we
can. No one invades my planet and gets away with it.
Now,” she surveyed the crowd, swinging the crystal rod
like atruncheon. “Who’swith me?”

To Lee'svery great surprise, every man, woman, and
cl}léd leapt to ther feet, ready to follow her into the jaws
of danger.

| must have hung around Scatt too much, she thought,
with atight smile. This hero stuffis wearing offon me.
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“One side, woman,” said the mutant Northstar, shoul-
dering past Lee. “I take orders from no one, and partic-
ularly not an American.”

Lee shru (TJed. ‘Afteryou.”

They had found the landing beyond the entrance de-
serted, and no one in sight on any of the intersecting
walkways or the ramps. Though Lee had no intention
ofbecoming any kind of leader, most ofthe others had
looked to her for direction, even the mutants. But, con-
sidering what they must have been throth, and that
most of them were little more than children them-
selves, Lee supposed itwasn'tthat surprising.

But not Northstar. And not, apparently, Sunfire,
after seeing the example of his Quebecois qounterﬁart.

“Let it not be said that a son ofJapan hides behind
women’s skirts while a Canadiangaijin ranges ahead.”
Sunfire raised his hands before him, and solar flames
danced at his fingertips. _

“Look,” Mirage said, hands on her hips, “I don't care
who,hwalkm? in‘front, so long aswe all get out of here.
Ort 9|s thatjust too complicated for you muscle-brains to
get?” :

The Japanese and Quebecois heroes looked at each
other, eyes narrowed, and then back at the young Na-
tive American woman. They shrugged in tandem. “It’s
pointless to fight amongst ourselves,” Sunfire agreed.
There will doubtless be more than enough opponents
to choose from above.”

He was not halfwrong. As Lee and the others walked
up the ramp into a large courtyard lit by the slanting
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light o fthe late afternoon sun, they found themselves in
the midst ofa pitched battle.

On the one side was amassed army ofExem_FIar, led
bly an imposing figure with skin the Color of silver and
flashing white eyes, from which optic beams lanced
out, to devastating effect, o

On the other side were three familiar flﬂures_, ablue-
furred acrobat with four fingers and a prehensile tail, a
towering man made of organic steel, and a lithe, mus-
ﬁl_edhm%n with a yellow visor wrapped halfway around

IS head.

“Hey, Summers,” Lee shouted, firing ablast ofwhite
energy from her crystal rod, and rushing into the fray.
“Looks like you could use some help!”



Logan didn’t need to wait for an engraved invitation.
Hewas ready to attacknow. _

“Hold on’there, cowboy,” Kitty said in a low voice,
her hand on his efbow. “We might still be able to talk
our way out ofthis.” _

Logan snarled, the adamantium claws on the back of
each hand glinting in the low light, but he remained
motionless. For now.

~Colonel Stuart, for her ﬁart, had her weapon drawn,
aimed, and ready to fire. Her target, for the moment,
was the strangely familiar human in the robes ofgolden
light; but she was willing to change targets, and aim at
the backo_fthesecretagent, RaEhaeI,l necessary. |

“Greetings from Planet Earth,” Raphael said
sounding uneasily like cgane show host. “You can call
me Raphael. I'm pleased to inform you that | have been
authorized by Her Majest?éfs government to negotiate
terms on behalfofall manking.”

“What?” Kitty giaped.

“I smell adouble cross,” Logan snarled.

You and me both, Mr. Logan,” Alysande answered,
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eyes narrowed. Raphael hadn't breathed aword ofany
of this to her, and her briefing before leaving Earth,
however rushed and abbreviated it might have been,
had mentioned nothing whatsoever about negotiating
“terms.”Was the Resource Control Executive playinga
game even its shadowy masters in government knew
nothing about?

“This one addresses the assembled,” sang the
golden-robed human servant ofthe Kh'thon. “This one
ISnotaddressed.” ,

Alysande recognized him now. He was the same fig-
ure who'd addressed them on the beach of Julienne
Cay, some thirty hours, and a lifetime, ago. ,

Vox Tertius,” Kitty breathed, suggesting she hadjust
recognized him as well. -

“This one isVox Prime, ceI|-3|bI|nP ofthe Vox some
ofyou encountered on the planet below, this previous
day. The thoughts of the Kh'thon are heyond your
comprehension, and so the Collective will communi-
cate Itswill to you through this one.” _

“That’s splendid, lad,” Raphael swanned, stepping
closer. “Now, ifyou couldjust inform your masters that
| would like to offer them adeal on ...”

“Silence!” Vox Prime bellowed, his shout as pure and
Clear asthe tollmg_ofabell. _

“I mean no disrespect, of course,” Raphael said
quickly, miming a quick bow from the waist. “But this
8ffert does have a time limit, and if your masters
On’ ”IH

VoxPrime turned his head, glancing to the nearest of
the humans in the wings, wha carried large, unlikely
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looking shapes that Alysande could only assume were
armaments of some sort. “Guardians. Please do the
necessary.” o

Without warning, light, heat, and sound poured
from hoth sides, belched from the ends ofthe strangely
shaped crystalline weai)ons,_engulfmg Raphael com-
pletely. Then, as quickly as it had begun, It was over.

For the briefest instant, Alysande thought that
Raphael had been comﬁletel unharmed. Then she re-
alized that it was not the effects of the b[l?ht light on
hervision, but that he really was wrapped into darkness.
|t was as though he, and he alone, were Flunged into
deep shadows. Then his _shaEe began to shift, and
Alysande realized her mistake. It wasn’t Raphagl
wrapped in darkness. It was a pillar of ashes in
Raphael’s shape. But the pillar of ash could not main-
tain the form for long, and quickly dlsmtegrated, col-
lapsing to a pile on the floor. Raphael had been burnt,
literally, to acrisp, and worse. -

“Néver could keep his mouth shut,” Logan said in a
low voice. _ , _

Alysande shot him a hard glance, but forjust an in-
stant, keeping her attention on the one called Vox
Prime, and more importantly on the weapon-wielding
humans on either side. _

But VVox Prime had not ordered another strike, only
glanced up at the inhuman figures towering above him,
In silent communion. _

Only then did Alysande remember their presence.
For several moments, it was almost as if her uncon-
scious mind had edited the grotesques out of her per-
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ceptions, flndm%them too unearthly and unsettling to
perceive. But with her attention brour];ht back to them,
Alysande could not |?nore them any Tonger. The tow-
ering, inhuman creatures were re%ardmg her and the
others closely, with senses beyond human understand-
ing, and it seemed to Alysande that she and the others
were being found wanting.

It was all BetsK could do to block out the telepathic
voices ofthe Kh'thon. For all their immense power and
ability, the aliens were _|ncred|bl¥ undisciplined
telepaths, broadcasting their thoughts widely, indis-
criminately, rather than narrowc_astln?_them directly to
the ,remBlent. As aresult, a sensitive like Betsy had no
choice but to “hear” the voices of the Kh’thon, re-
sounding loudly in her head. _ _

She winced,” squeezing her eyes tight, and wished
she was anywhere but here.

Kitty stared at the Fl|e of black ash that had heen the
man called Raphael only moments hefore. Shed seen
People die before, ofcourse, more times than she chose
0 remember, But rarely were human lives dismissed as
casually, as offhandedly; as Raphael’s had ﬁust been. The
servitor Vox Prime had ordered Raphael’s execution as
easily as one would hat away a fly, and with even less re-
morse.

“This one is given to explain the thoughts of the
Kh'thonic Collective,” Vox Prime went on, heedless of
the harsh stares and open hostility on the faces ofKitty
and the others. “Since returning to the world you know
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asEarth, the Kh'thon have studied human civilization
such as it has developed. It is not known what fate befell
the brethren of the Kh'thon, who in former days re-
mained on Earth while those present left to roam the

alaxies. But it is clear that in the ahsence ofauthorl_tr

e former servants of the Kh'thon have ﬁrown wild
and uncontrolled. The Collective is especia
to find augmented humans on Earth.”

Kitty pursed her lips. For augmented, read ‘mutant.”

“In aeons past,” VVox Prime continued, “only the sci-
ence ofthe Kh'thon had been able to Ulgﬂerthe ex-
pression of the randomjzm%} element in the servitor
race, whether atbirth or in later life. Now, however, the
feral humans of Earth have unlocked secrets beyond
their kin, and such factors as cosmic rays, and gamma
radiation, and the free radiation poIIu.tln% the biosphere
in the decades since humanity split the atom, have
comblnedtoProducespontanequstnggenngofanon-
trivial percentage ofthe population.”

Cosmic rays? Kitty thought. Like those thatgave the Fan-
tastic Four theirpowers? Andgamma radiation, Iike thatwhich
gave birth to the Hulk? Is this clown saying that all ofthose are
mutations derivingfrom the same “randomizing element™— the
X-gene— thatgave me and the other mutants our abilities?

“The Kh'thanic Collective has reason to worry that,
without supervision, augmented humans could one day
pose athreat to the other civilized cultures ofthe galaxy,
not least of which are the Kh'thon themselves. Cer-
tainly, recent history su%gests that mutants, as you call

OU{ﬁe_Itveff even present adanger to the civilizations of

arth itself.”

y surprised
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“Yeah?” Logan said, taking a step forward, but not too
close. “Sowhat are you gonna do about it, then?”

“This one?” VoxPrime pointed to himself confused.
“This one does nothing.” He then turned slightly to
one side, and glanced up with aworshipful expression
at the inhuman creatures towering over him. “Our
masters in the Collective, however, are inclined to erad-
icate humanity all together, wiping clean the face ofthe
Earth, and starting over with a fresh crop of servants.”

“Alright,” Alysande barked, and took three long strides
forward. “This has %one on quite long enough.”

Vox Prime was silent for a long, terrifying moment,
and Alwande stiffened, half-expecting to be burned to
ashes. When she wasn't, she straightened, and plowed
on ahead. _ _

“Look, you lot.” She pointed a stern finger at the
towering alien figures, |gnor|ngI Vox Prime entirely.
“Forget what this pile of ashes told you. | am the legiti-
mate representative of the British crown, and I'm here
to tell you that we reject your claim to Earth and its in-
habitants, full stop. No negotiating, no quibbling. This
IS our planet, not yours.” _ _

Alysande glanced hack at the trio of mutants behind
her. Logan, spmlmg_for a fllght, was kept in place only
by Kitty’shand on his shoulder. _

“Oh, sure,” Alysande continued, turning backto the
Kh'thon, “you thmkrou\/e got concerns about unsu-
pervised mutants? Well, chappy, just try |IVIn§1WIth them
and see howyou feel. Butit’s none ofyour blasted busi-
ness. |f the mutants are a problem, then they’re hu-
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manity’s problem to sort out. Not*ours. Even ifevery-
thmﬁyou say istrue, you and your lot gave up any claim
on the Earth or its inhabitants when you buggered off
millions ofyears ago, so don’t come sv_vannm(i around
now like you own the place, demanding all the back
rent, It's our planet, and we’ll defend it, so why don't
youjust bugger offand let us be?”

or alongmoment, no one moved, and not aword
was said. Vox Prime looked up at the seven monsters
towering over him, and Alysande felt strangely nause-
ated, unbalanced. She remembered the “buzz” that
Betsy Braddock had mentioned, the psychic spillover of
the telepathic conversations of the KR'thon, and real-
ized that the aliens must be communicating with one
ﬁnother at a level beyond her perception or compre-

ension.

At last, Vox Prime smiled, nodded, and turned his at-
tention back to Alysande and the others. _

“The Collective has considered Xour suggestion, de-
generate, and rejected it. The_Y will not be buggering
8ﬁ,t nlow or ever. Judgment will be carried out, Imme-

lately.”
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“What do you mean, problem?” _

Doug, Hank, and Rogue were standing at the center
of the facility, the head of the Master Mold towering
high overhead. _

“Yeah, Doug, I'm with Hank. Seems to me that
we're not gummin’up the teeth ofagiant dino-bot, so
I'm guessin’that you got the computer to listen to you,
at least, right?” _

Doug glanced up at the mass of conduits, cables, and
g(wlﬁrgent that lined the inside of the Master Mold’s

skull.

“Well, | was able to use my portable computer to
hack into the Master Mold’s user interface, and while it
was still ina suspend cycle I installed aradio frequency
transceiver. Then ljust had to prep it to receive vocal
commands, do abit offiddling with its recognition pro-
tocols, and we were good to HO' More or less.” ,

He held up his cellular phone, almost as though it
were a consolation prize,

“But now we can talk to the Master Mold over the
phone. That's something, at least, right?”
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Doug pressed a number on the cellular phone’s key-
pad,kan avoice buzzed from the phone’s tinny loud-
Speaker.

‘MasterMold online and awaiting instruction.”

“Soyou c’njust tell it what ta do and it’ll do it?”

“Um, no, not exactly,” Dou% said, sheepishly. “That’s
the problem. See, | was able to hack the recognition pro-
tocols, so that the Master Mold and all the local sentinels
won't be able to detect the X-gene in our DNA They
think we're human. That'swhy they're not attacking us
anymore,

_“Their protocols call for them to defend human
life,” Hank said, his tone su ?estlng he was remember-
ing somethm%fong ago and far auay.

“Exactly.” Doug nodded enthusiagtically. Then he
added, less so, “But we still can't give them any in-
structions.”

“Why not?” Rogue asked.

“Because we're not Bolivar Trask” Hank answered.

Doug looked at Hank impressed. Yeah, that's it ex-
actly. Or a genetic relative, at least. Even as weird as
theSe Sentinels look this isa Mark | Master Mold, the
orll(_4|na| Bolivar Trask model. The Cadillac of mutant-
killing machines, And it has all of Trask’s orl?mal Secu-
rity J)rptocols still running.” He glanced af the giant
head high above them, and slumped his shoulders, de-
feated. "It'll take orders from a Trask and only a Trask”
. “Wait ablamed minute,” Rogue said, her tone dishe-
lieving. You're saying that you're smart enough to trick
thlsthmgmtoth]n ingyou, me, and him are human, but
you can’ make it think we're one human in particular?”
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A blush rose in Doug’s cheek, and he averted his
eyes. ‘I ... Ilust...”H_e shook his head. “No, I can't.”
hen, after akln%aqumk, deep breath, he looked up,
defensive and perhaps atouch defiant. “But it’snot my
fault. It isn’t! Without a sample of Trask DNA to use &
amodel, I've got no idea what kind of spoofto input.”
Hank rubbed his bottom lip thoughtfully. “But
wouldn’t there be a record of Trask’s genetic makeup
on file? The Master Mold has to be using something as a
basis of comparison, right?” o
Doug nodded. “Yeah, I tried that. And found it. Butit's
got 256-hit encryption on it. There’s no way we could
crackitintime.” He looked from Hank to Rogue and back
again. “Not unless one ofyou has suddenly developed
the mutant ability to guess _decrgptlon keys at random.”
_‘No,” Hank said, |mf)at|ent ut somewhat strained,
like a teacher tryln?(to ead a student to a troublesome
answer. “Butifyou know where the Trask DNA is stored
in the system, couldn't you simply replace that file with a
sample'you do have, and then use that as Xour mask?”
oug’s eyes brightened, and his mouth opened wide.
“Hey!” He snapped his fingers. “I could. 1t'd be kind
ofbackwards, but it could work.” He smiled, and then
added, “Heck, I could use mine.”
Doug punched in aseries ofnumbers on the cellular
Bhone, and then began speaking into the mic, his voice
arely above awhls%er. _
Rogue shook her head, her brows knit. “l don't follow”
“Well,” Hank said, F_rofessorlally, “since Doug
doesn’t have the information he needs to convince the
Master Mold that he is Bolivar Trask, he’s instead going
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to overwrite the file copy of Trask DNA, essentially
convmcm? the Master Mold that its creator was Doug
Ramsey all'along.” _

Doug had the phone cradled between his shoulder
and ear, fishing in'his leather satchel for something.

“Yeah,” he said, glancing over at Hank and Rogue. “It
won't hold for long, though. The nexttime the Master
Mold does its schedule system restore, it’ll overwrite
any ofmy temporary edits and the Trask DNA file wil
be'back in place.” _

“It doesn’t have to work forever,” Hank said. “Just so
Iong as itworks long enough.” .
~ Doug finished up rattling offa sequence ofhase pairs
into the phone, and then said, “Execute.”

“I don't like the sounds a’ that.”

Hank reached over and patted Rogue’s shoulder, an
avuncular gesture. o N

“Master Mold,” Doug said into the_Phone, raising

his voice and glancm? overhead. “Identiry.”

A long moment ofexcruciating silence followed.

“Vocal identification: Trask. Prime command protocols
search: online: Running protocols: stop. Preserve Trask DNA

Doug looked over to Hank and Rogue and smiled
broadly, “Folks, I think we're in business.” _

“Well,” Hank said, sounding for all the world like a
proud father, “What are_¥ou wamnﬂ for?”

Doug smiled, and shitted the cellphone to his other
ear. He held up a finger, asking the others to hold on,
and flashed them asly grin. _ .

“Master Mold?” he said. “l e got a little assignment
foryou.”
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“H X Forrester, aren't | supposed to be rescuing you?”

“Ah, you know me, Scott, I've never been very good
at |IVIH% uR to other people’s expectations.” _

Scott chanced a quick glance and a smile, then fired
offan optic blast at atall, thin Exemplar with batwmgs
and huge fangs. Lee, who'd fou%ht herway through the
melee and was now standing at his side, countered with
atorrent ofwhite light from her crystal rod, h|_tt|n%.an
Exemplar with arms like a fiddler crab, sending him
spinning back out ofreach, _ _

“You know, Lee,” Scott said out of the side of his
mouth, while he sighted on another target, “most
damsels in distress wait patiently in their dungeons, and
dont come rushing to their rescuer’s aid with their
own personal army in tow.”

“What, these guys?” Lee pointed to the Seven mutant
newcomers, who were hungrily laying into their for-
mer captors. “I thought they were with you.”

Scott IauPhed—actually laughed—and spared a
briefinstant to look her way. With her crystal weapon
in hand, hair flying behind her in a blond nimbus,
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she looked like some kind of Valkyrie, like a warrior
ﬂrmcess. He felt a (1UICk ang, one he’d not felt since
e'd seen her last. It had been a Ion?, Ion? time ago,
before he'd gone to AnchoraFe and all that had come
after, but suddenly it felt fike only moments had
passed. ,
“It'sgood to seeyou, Lee,"he said.

~ Lee glanced his wa;/, awry expression twisting her
lip. “Was thatsentiment? From the man of stone himself?
Somebody pinchme...”

An Exemplar with the head ofaman and the body of
atiger lunged at them, and Lee barely managed to répel
him with awell-placed blast from her crystal rod.

“Lee, I'm sorry [ never...”

From the opposite side, aflyln% Exemplar who
seemed to be sheathed in blue flames threw a fireball in
their direction, which would have impacted with the
side of Scott’s head had Lee not pulled him aside at the
last instant, _

‘Apologize later, Scott.” Lee wore awearr smile, but
her tone was grim. “Assuming we live that fong.”

The melee was not long contained in the courtyard,
however enormous itwas, and soon ranged all over the
alien city In the shadow ofimmense, inhuman statuary,
?rotesqu_es from out of prehistory, man and mutant
ought side by side against the army of Exemplar.
ventually, at least. .. .

_“Watch it, Paolo!” Frank shouted, and inexpertly
fired a blast from the crystal rod that, though clumsily
aimed, was still well placed enough to fend offthe Ex-
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emplar who was preparing to decapitate his fellow
crewman from the trawler Arcadia _ _
~“Watch it yoursel’, Frank,” Paolo rePlled, and with
his crystal rod in atwo-handed grip sentaburst oflight
lancing toward another ofthe Exemplar.
_The efficacy ofthe cr_YstaI rod bursts seemed to vac-
illate widely, but were still proofenough to keep the Ex-
emplar at bay, even ifnone were incapacitated for long.

Aw, heck!” Frank raised his weapon, sighting it past
Paolo’s shoulder. “There’sanothern.”

“Hey!” Paolo lunged forward, shouldering Frank’s
weapon away, sending the burst firing harmlessly into
the openair.

“What’s the bl% idea, Paolo?!”

“Yahlamed wharfrat.” Paolo qrabbed Frank’s arm
and dragged him near, and pointed in the direction
Frank had been firing. “That’n’s on our side.”

Frank sneered. “Yeah? Well he’s got blue fur and a
blasted tail, so’s faras I'm concerned, he ain't on no side
amine.”

Bamf . -

Without warning, Kurt Wagner teleported within
arms reach. Frank’s eyes widened with fear, but Paolo
remained calm and stead¥. o

“Good he_arln%._” Kurt twanged one of his pointed
ears. He inclined his head toward Paolo. “My thanks for
deflectingyour friend’s shot.” ,

“He’sno friend amine,” Paolo answered. “He’sjust
partathe crew. But he’sablamed idiot.” _

_ Frlamk narrowed his eyes, regarding Kurt suspi-
ciously.
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“Well, your fellow crewman seems not to like my ap-
pearance.

Paolojust shru%ged. _

‘a’pd does my having blue fur and a tail not bother

Paolo cocked his head to one side and pursed his lips
thogghtfully. Ii0Vell, does my bein’an old drunk bother
ou

Kurt smiled slightly, and shook his head.
“Well,” Paolo answered, and turned back to face the
enemy. “I don’t figure we’ll have a problem, then.”
_ Kurt smiled more broadly. He gave Frank ajaunty
]Iclrttle salute, and with a bamfteleported back into the
3.
Y‘I don’t know, Paolo ...”
“Shut up and shoot, Frank.”

Elsewhere in the raging melee, friends were reunited,
hotvvever briefly, and acquaintances became cocombat-
ants,

Peter Rasputin hurled one opponent out of his way,
and turned to find himself facing a tiny green hum-
mingbird hovering in midair before him. He was star-
tled, set aback at seeing something so delicate, so
beautiful, in such strange, forbidding environs. Then,
inthe blink ofan eye, the thhummmgblrdwas_gone,
and an enormous green elephant towered over him in-
stead, verdant tusks aimed directly at his steel heart,
~ “Perdao, said avoice at Peter’s elbow, and adiminu-
tive f|%ure who seemed cloaked entirely in shadow
stepped into view. The shadowy figure grabbed hold of
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the elephant by the trunk, and with surprising ease
¥_anked the elephant offits feet. Though no more than
ive feet tall, the shadowy figure, around whom little
motes of black seemed to dance like crackling energy,
sent the elephant hurling through the air. In midair, the
elephant shape-shifted into a small bat, but its flappln%
wings were unable to overcome its inertia and |

slammed into awall with a sickening splat.

“Sunspot?” Peter said, recognition dawning.

“Sorr.}/ to steal )éour S arrln% partner,” Sunspot said,
eyeswhite in ajet black face. T eyoun? mutant, ong of
the new class at the Xavier school; had the mutant abil-
ity to convert sunlight into tremendous strength; while
using his powers, his body absorbed all frequencies of
lightwith one hundred pércent efficiency, maklrgjg him
appear completely black. “I have heen caged, and have
some aggression fo work out, clearly.”

“Peter smiled. “[ take no offense, tovarisch, Come.” He
laid an arm across Sunspot’s shoulders. ‘Allow me to
introduce you to an Exemplar upon whom you might
vent your frustrations. He has a thunderbolt on his
clothing, and can take an impressive amount ofdamage.”

On and on the battle raged, as day turned to eve_mnP.
Combatants shifted from one side of the alien city 10
the other, exchan%mg opponents, altering tactics, Flick-
ering here and there, like eretm% mirages glimpsed
from the corner of one’s eye, a streak of black-and-
white and one ofyellow appeared, for the briefest in-
stant, then blurred into InVISIb.I|It}/, only to appear
hundreds offeet away in the next instant, only to vanish
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at[}am. The Canadian hero Northstar and the yellow-
clad Exemplar speedster en%a%ed in battle, moving so
much faster than the rest ot the combatants that they
occupied areference and a battlefield all their own.
_ Wolfshane, the Scots werewolf, faced offagainst the
lithe, blue-furred acrobat with Ion? bony talons grow-
ing from her fingertips. They cuf andslashed, each
bearing the marks of the other’s attacks, but neither
yielding ground for long, snapping and snarling like
wild animals yym%for the same ter,rltor¥_.I _
_Thunderbird, the Native American Hellion, found
his considerable stren?th and endurance put to the test
when he went toe-to-toe with awoman who appeared
to be made ofsolid stone, like amassive statute ofgran-
ite towering ten feet tall, but sur%rlsmgly fast in her
movements and attacks, for all ofthat. _
Others ofthe escaped prisoners took more defensive
postures. Mirage, the Xavier student and member ofthe
Cheyenne nation, used her mutant ability to create con-
vincing three-dimensional illusions to hielp protect the
innocent and mlured, those _human prisoners who
hadn’t the strength or will to fight, or the mutants who
needed time to restor recuperate from their injuries. By
projecting an illusion ofawall where none existed, she
was able to shield these from harm, at least temporarily.
And Jetstream, the Moroccan Hellion, used his
F_ower of flight to ferry injured combatants from the
leld, when necessary, tqka them behind era?e’s
walls ofillusion and tending to their injuries as best he
was able.
And on the hattle raged.
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As the Sun dipped lower in the sky, Scott and Lee still
fou?ht side by side, trying to find some way of trans-
porting the freed prisoners from the island, .

“The dome’s still active,” Scott said, firing an optic
blast upward as an experiment, and watching it deflect
harmlessly offthe coruscating field ofenergy that blan-
keted the City. , ,

“Ifwe could get it down, we could fit some of the
prisoners on the Arcadia.” Lee grimaced, athought sud-
denly occurring to her. ‘Assuming, ofcourse, that these
bastards haven't sunk her.” _

Scott found time to give her a ragged smile. “I
haven't seen any sign ofit. But then, I haven't seen any
wrecka(r;_e, either, so there’sstill a chance.”

Lee Tired offa blast of energy from her crystal rod,
and grunted. “Damn. | loved that hoat.” _

Scott shrugdged, and fired an optic hlast at an airborne
Exemplar, and then at another. “Well, it’samoot point
for the time being, since we can't lower the dome. Not
without knowing where it's controlled from.” He
glanced at Leg, hape flashing bneflr across his features.

| don’t suppose you passed a helpful S|g) along the
way reading Dome Off Switch,” did you? Preferably
hanging over abig red button?” _

Lee chuckled, shaking her head. “No, I think .. .

Before she could say another word, a pair ofwhite-
hot beams lanced hetween them, kICkln? up plumes of
dust gnd debris. They staggered back to either side,
singed.

9Degenerate!”
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Scott looked up to see the silver-skinned figure of
Invictus Prime hovering in midair over them, arms
outstretched. “You vexyour betters, and | would hold
you to account.”

Lee raised an eyebrow, and out ofthe corner of her
mouth said, “Friend ofyours, Scott?” o

~ Scott'sjaw clenched, and his mouth drew into atight
ling. “WeVve met.” ,

Lee shook her head, chuckling ruefully. “Scott, Scot,

Scott. | can't take you anywhere, can 17’
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Betsy Braddock had been han?mg back listening to
Colonel Stuart and the hairless slave who called himself
Vox Prime natter back and forth at each other like old
|adies over aback garden fence. Kitty Pryde and Logan,
standing next to her, were tensed, ready for battle, un-
sure what their enemies would do next, knowing only
that they had just pledged to exterminate the entire
human race. _

|t was all so veg, very tiresome. _

Betsy sighed, dropped her hands to her sides, and
step}?e_ forward. _

This has gone on quite long enough.” _
She closed her eyes, and concentrated. The little
mental pill she’d been formulating for the last few min-
utes was tricky to deliver, but once sent she knew that
the Kh'thon would not be able to resist it. Or, at least,
that’swhat she hoped.

Kitt% turned and looked at Betsy, who stood now with
her head tilted slightly back face pointed directly at the
towering alien figures, eyes squeezed tightly shut,jaw st
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Then Kitty thought to look up at the Kh'thon, and
all hell broke'loose. = _

The seven towering aliens ofthe Collective beg%an 0
writhe violently, theirbodies thrashmr}; back and torth,
their tentacles and pincers and segmented limbs flailin
in all directions. hqu?h theg_ uttered not a sound,
Kitty could “hear” their telepathic cries ofagony, which
felt ‘more like a kind of psychic pressure against her
thoughts than anything intelligible, like when one feels
rather than hears a high-pitched dog whistle, just be-
yond the range of sensation. _

“Whoa,” Logan said, and glanced at Betsy with ad-
miration, , _

“What the devil?” Colonel Stuart muttered, still
gripping her pistol t|%htly, but allowing its barrel to
sIowI¥wavertowardt eground.

Betsy let out a_ragzﬁed breath. Opening her eyes, she
turned and took in
companions. . _

“I've spent the last few minutes probing the mental
defenses ofthe Kh'thon,” she explained casually. “Which,
surprisingly, were virtually nonexistent. It was a matter
ofrelative ease to design atelepathic virus capable ofin-
capautatmgthe_m.” S

‘A virus?” Klt(tjy (f]lanced at the still-writhing aliens
and the confused, frightened humans who crouche
beneath them, looking up at their masters in horror,
unsure just what was happening. Kitty could only
imagine that the servitors, so accustomed to recelvmg
telepathic commands from their masters, werent use
to hearing nothing but an unending telepathic scream

e questioning stares of her three
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of.ﬁam from the bemgs they viewed as living gods.
“Li eaco_mPuterkus.’j

“Essentia Ié,’ Betsy said. o

“But...” Colonel Stuart said, looking a ittle disap-
Po_lnted that she hadn’t been required to shoot at anY-
hing yet. “I thought these alien buggers were meantto
be omnipotent and all.”

Betsy shrugged. “Just because the Kh'thon are ut-
terly alien and unspeakably hideous doesn’t make them
all-powerful. Right now, it feels to them as if their in-
ternal or?ans are being squeezed out the equivalent ofa
nostril. 1T's hard to beall lordly when you've got that to
contend with.” Betsy sniffed, and added, thoughtfully,
“Forwhat itsworth, as unlike us as they are, their com-
?rehensmn of pain doesn’t seem too terribly different
rom ours.” _

While most ofthe human servants were still at loose
ends, Iookm% up in horror at their incapacitated mas-
ters, some of the guards were regaining their senses.
Realizing that their masters were under attack, and that
the terrestrials before them were responsible, they
turned their attention to the colonel and the three
X-Men, crystal weapons raised and ready.

“Okay,”Logan said with grim smile. "My turn.”
As the ?_uard_s advanced, Logan exploded into mo-
tion, growling like awild animal, Iaym%abouthlm on
all sides with his adamantium claws. The guards were
left unsure how to respond as their crystal weapons fell
to shards in their hands after a single one of Logan’s
swipe, and they were slow to recognize the animal fury
glinting in his eyes.
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_ “FlnaIIK_,” Colonel Stuart said, raising her automatic
pistol. “This is something | can understand.”

~ Tightening her fingeron the tnPger, she began lay-
ing down suPpressmg fire, as calmly and clinically as if
she'd heen at a target range. _

Just then, a deafening boom sounded, like a thou-
sand thunderclaps at once, and the room shook as if it
had been hit bg an earthquake. _

“What the blazes?” Betsy said, barely managing to
maintain her balance.

“Um, quys?” Kitty ?rabbed hold of Betsy’s elbow
and motioned ea(\;erly oward Logan and the colonel.
“Have you forgot en about the entinelsay?” .

Betsy turned and looked at Kitty as though she’djust
sprouted antlers. _

Kitty rolled her eres toward the cowerlnﬁ human
servitors and the still-twitching Khthon. Then, in a
sta(\;_e whisper, she said, “The Sentinels?” She sighed, dra-
matically. “The armada of giant robot mutant-killers
P_emlg;,!red at the fleet like guided missiles. Those Sen-

inels?

“Oh, dear,” Betsy said, her hand to her mouth. -

“Come on.” Exasperated, Kitty started off at ajog,
dragging Betsy behind her. “Time to go!” she shouted at
Logan and the colonel.

Logan was havm? so much fun getting a bit of exer-
cise in, he almost didn’t notice Kitty and Betsy leav-
ing. Having made short work of the first batch of
guards, he was pleased to discover that some of the
others had found new reserves of courage, and were
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now mounting a spirited defense, Not that it would do
them any good, of course. But it meant a little more
entertainment. _

Ofcourse, now that the fleet was coming under at-
tack, even that entertainmentwould have to be cut short.
_ But even as Logan started to turn awa>{, there was a
little voice deep inside him, a fierce litfle growl that
said, Stay. F!%ht. Kill. Thatwas the animal inside, Logan
knew. And ithe let the animal call the shots, he would
have been dead a long time ago. It could be useful, let-
ting it out of its cage now and again, but when the
%hlps were down, itwas the man who made all the dif-
erence,

“Hey, Colonel!” Logan shouted to the Royal Marine,
who seemed to have a bit of that dgrowlmg voice deep
inside her as well. She had found cover, and was ex-
changing fire with a newly arrived squad of crystal-
wielding quards. “I think odr ride’s takin’ off!”

The colonel looked up, gave a curt nod, and then
took off_run_nm?, firing backward behind her with the
automatic pistol without even aiming. Logan was im-
pressed to see her shots splatting into the floor and
v;/]alls, in a tight cluster around the guards. Pretty good
shooting,

As Hw colonel raced past him, she was ejectln? aclip
Lrom her pistol, another in her free hand ready fo ram
ome.

Coulda used one like hera time or two hack in the old days,
Logan thou?ht admiringly. Then he made a final feint
and lunge at the %uards mounting a defense, and took
offrunning after the others.
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Kitty and Betsy were already strapped in and ready to
roll"'when Alysande reached the space plane, and as

Alysande was strappm(f} into the pilot’s seat and run-
ning through the preflight warm-up sequence, the
ﬂwtnlhnutlve Canadian came barreling through the
atch,

“Hey,” Logan said, Planqing toward the rear of the

cabin. “Where’s the bald chick?”
AIKsande spared the briefest of glances back to see
that their Exemplar prisoner was indeed missing before
retu_rmng to her task. The hatch swung shut, and the
engines began to fire. o

‘Um, my fault, I'm afraid,” Betsy said, raising her
hand like aschoolglrl admitting some minor infraction.
“|t appears thatwhen [ was busy with the Kh'thon, mly
concentration was disrupted and our prisoner was al-
lowed to regain consciousness. With her telekinesis she
made short work of the straps securing her, it would
seem, and quickly made an exit.” _

Logan settled nto the copilot’s seat, looking at the
control panel appraisingly. “Don’t think she dinked
with the Shl?' doya?” o

“We'd better hope not,” .KI'[f[X said.,

Alysande punched the ignition sequence, and the
space plane began to vibrate, first gradually and then
with increasing frequency. “It scarcely matters,” she
said, over the rising pitch of the engine whine. “If she
did, we're dead. But there’s precious little we can do
about it now.” o .

The engines reached their highest pitch, and then
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fired, blue flame gouting, and the space plane surged
into motion.

As they cleared the han%ar bay, the next wave of Sen-
tinels slammed into the Fathership. O fall sizes, makes,
and models, in all states of disrepair, the massive purple
and gray robots, powerful rockets firing from their
I(_)(\j/ver extremities, were pelting into the fleet on all
Sides.

“Oh, bugger,” Colonel Stuart said, as an enormous
shape of purple and gray hove into view before them.
She slammed her hands onto the control panel, and the
space plane listed to one side, just far enough to miss a
Bol_lmﬁn with the oddly shaped, long-armed Sentinel

inches,

y“Hey,” Kitty said, leaning forward in her and trying
to peer around the back ofthe pilot’s seat for a better
vantage at the forward view-screen. “Was that just a
glantgorilla?” S

Logan stuck an unlit mgar in_his mouth, and
punched the view-screen controls. The an?le reversed,
and they were treated to aview of the Fathership be-
hind them, which was now roiling in flames.

“Well,” he said casually, I figure they know their de-
fenses are down now.”
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Hank sat at the controls ofthe Quinjet, with Doug in
the second chair, tryl_n? to milk as much speed from the
versatile craft as possible. Hank hoped to reach the alien
city offdulienne Cay in time to provide some sort of as-
sistance, but it was clear that whatever the outcome
there,tthey would arrive far too late to have any sort of
Impact. . I :

Rogue was in the back, fiddlingwith the communi-
cations gear. Itwas all standard Avengzers issue, tied into
the comm networks of SHIELD, the United States
?overnm_ent, and any number ofother highly classified

requencies. _

“Hey, Hank,” she said, out of the corner of her
mouth. “I been flippin’ the channels on your set back
here, and so far every one of'm is showin’ the same
blasttﬁ_d program. Here, take a look. You two’ll want to
see this.”

Hank punched the autopilot controls, unbuckled his
safety harness, and then climbed out of his seat to
crouch in the narrow companionway, Doug following
close behind.
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“Holy ... Hank said in awhisper. _

“Um, guys?” Dou? asked. “What arewe looking at?”

Rogue pointed at the bug in the bottom left comer
ofthe screen. “Live feed from Starcore One.”

Whichis... 7"

“UN-sponsored solar observatory,” Hank answered.
“Sitsjust outside the orhit ofMercury.”

“Um, that isn't the sun.” Doug pointed at the screen.

_ tNtO ne,” Rogue agreed. “But it's dang near as bright,
ain't it’

On the screen, adozen small suns blazed, irreqularly
shaped, while wave after wave of Sentinels slammed
into the ships of the Kh'thonic fleet. Earth’s moon
could be seen in the distance, while the blue-green
curve of Earth dominated the lower portion of the
screen, which gave some idea ofhow large the confla-
gration really was. Dozens ofthe Kh'thonic ships were
exploding soundlessly into flame, the light so bright it
cast stark shadows on the surface ofthe distant moon.
And each explosion seemed to ignite nearby ships, a
rippling cascade effect, so that dozens of infernos be-
came hundreds, perhaps even thousands. It was as
though they were looking through awindow into hell
itself, spreading rapidly by the moment.

“Guys?” Doug leaned forward, eyes wide. “How
many Sentinels are there, anyway?”

Hank shook his head, marvelln? himself. “Clearly
more than we'd anticipated, no? A few orders of mag-
nitude more, unless I miss my guess.” .

_Doug looked from Hank and Rogue to the bright
flickering lights burning on the monitor, and then hack
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again. “This is ?o_ingtto do quite a bit more than desta-
bilize their fleet, isn't it?” _
Hank’s smile slowly faded, and he nodded, his ex-
Pression gone grave. ,
“Oh, yes,” he said after a considerable pause. “Most
definitely.”



Scott t_houPht the battle with the Exemplar almost lost,
and with it all h%Pe_ for humanity, when the Exemplar
suddenly stoppe fl?htmg. _ ,

~ Kurt Wagner batnfed in from the far side ofthe alien
city, his uniform ripped and tom, his lip split and bleed-
ing. “What are they Splatymg at, mein Freund?”

“I don’t know,” Scoft said warily.

The Exemplar had been pounding away at the
X-Men and their allies, seeming on the verge ofvictory.
Then, something seemed to ripple through them, some
communication Rassmg uickly amongst the gathered
army. And though none ofthe X-Men were able to hear
this silent telepathic message, they were able quickly to
discern its varied effects.

Some ofthe Exemplar began to weep openly. Some
howled in pain. Some merely stood in muté shock,
their eyeswide and unseeing, Rands grasping empty air.
None, though, seemed able to focus their energies on
renewing their attack upon the X-Men and the escaped
prisoners. _ _ o

“Scott?” Lee said, drawing close and slipping her
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hand into his. “You know 've seen some strange stuff
before, but this right here is seriously freaking me out.”

By ones and twos, the other escaped prisoners found
their way to Scott’s side, takm% up a derensive position
in awell-protected corner of the grand courtyard, eye-
ing their erstwhile opponents with confused, but
watchful, expressions. _

Peter RasButln Wwas busy helpln? to move the last of
the injured, but once they were safely installed within
the protective circle ofmitants and human combatants,
he came to stand beside his fellow X-Men. _

The sun hadjust set, and its last dying rays painted
the western horizon in swathes of pink orange, and
red, the long nimbus clouds appearmﬁ as gray as old
scars, like badIY healed wounds across the sky. After the
tumult of the Tast hours, the hue and cry of battle, the
alien cm(] was now strangely calm, the” quiet marred
onlﬁ bEt e moaning sobs and occasional pained shouts
ofthe Exemplar. .

“My_guess I that something bad has happened,”
Peter said thoughtfully.

~ Scott had to stifle achuckle, but couldn’t completely
hide athin smile as he glanced at the stalwart Russian at
his sice. Peterwas perhaps no rocket scientist, but Scott
could think ofno one he'd rather have at his back.

_ r‘]\{eah, Peter,” Scott said, nodding. “I think you're
rlg IH

Invictus Prime, wild-eyed, flew down to the courtyard
from one of the city’s high towers. He had vanished
moments before the fighting had been interrupted, and
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only now reappeared. But where before he had been
composed and collected, a figure ofemotionless preci-
sion and determination, he now seemed barely in con-
trol of his ra%e_, white eyes darting, hands clenched in
silver fists at his sides.

“Why do you desist!” he shouted at the other Exem-
plar, now scattered across the courtyard and the city be-
yond. “Do we not have a duty to perform? Dowe .. .
do we not still have purpose. We were instructed to rid
the Earth ofthe scourge ofhumanity, and sowe shall!”

“But for whom?” said a small voice, coming from
theqround belowhim. _

All eyes turned to see a pitiful figure standing near
the entrance to one ofthe subterranean ram'qs. His face
and chest were badly burned, his lips split, and the
once-regal robes of purple he wore were now little
more than tattered rags.

“Vox Septimus,” Lee said in a voice harely above a
whisper, her hand before her mouth, eyeswide.

Scott looked over at her, and then to the burned fig-
ure approachingwith slow, painful steps.

“Invictus Prime,” the servitor went on, his voice
strained but clear, “this one is assured that you Exem-
Rlar mlgihtw_ell win your battle against those %athered

ere in the city ofDis.” He pointed a finger at the es-
caped prisoners in their defensive comer, his e%e lin-
germgforamomenton Lee. “Butwithout the Knh'thon
and the fleet, you could never subdue an entire world
ofsuch beings. They are too many, these humans, and
have resources ofstrength beyondwhatyou might sup-
pose possible.”
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Lee leaned close to Scott and whispered in his ear.
“Without the Kh thon™?” _ _

: “Yeah,” Scott said in a low voice. “I noticed that,
00.”

He began to step forward, opening his mouth, but
Kurt puta hand on his shoulder, stopﬁ;ng him.

“No, mein Freund. Let us see how this plays out.”

Invictus Prime, tremblmgg_wnh rage, drifted down-
ward until his feetwere floatingjust above the level of
VoxSeFtlmus’s head. _ o

“Bu ther are degenerates!” Invictus Prime pointed
toward Scott and the others, his eyes on Vox Septimus.

‘And yet they could still defeatyou intime.”

“Then we will fight and die!” Invictus Prime’svoice
boomed, and here and there around the courtyard
some of the Exemplar began to nod, while ofhers
averted their eyes, still weeping. o

‘Again this one asks,” Vox Septimus replied in avoice
scarcely above a whisper, “for whom?” He began to
turn sfowly in a circle, taking in the other Exemplar
gathering around, while from hidden doorways and
E)_assages other unauRmented servitors began to aEpear,
|s_ten|n? intently. “All of you, this_one would know.
Without masters to serve, what use is a servant?”

Vox Septimus stopped, and he and the others all
looked to Invictus Prime, some with defiance, some
with exPec_tatlon. _ _
~ But Invictus Prime merely opened his mouth, shut
it, opened it a?am, and then seemed to deflate. He
drifted down slowly, by inches, his feet coming ever
nearer the ground.
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“|"... 1am not certain.” _

Vox Septimus turned to face the escaped prisoners.
“This one has such admiration for these people.” He
%Ianced at Invictus Prime and then pointed at Lee and

cott, standln? hand in hand. “Look how they work to-
gether, protec mdg one another, with no thought to their
Clade or class. They are simply human, and that is

nough.

Lee swallowed hard. Before Scott could stop her, she
pulled away, and took several steps forward.
~“Vox Septimus,” she said, her voice thick with emo-
tion. “I ... .you shouldn’t think that everyone on Earth
is . .." She glanced back at Scott, then"to Frank and
Paolo, who stood on either side ofKurt Wagner, “Yes it’s
true,” she turned back around and looked from Vox
Septimus to Invictus Prime and back. “We do work to-
gether. There are those on Earthwho think that mutants
and humans—auqm_ented and unau%mented—cannot
live together, but 1 like to think that there are fewer of
them every day.” She glanced back at Frank and smiled
slightly. “And more ofus.” o

oX Septimus smiled, as best he could with his face

and neck burned and SPI'”' and took a step forward.

“There is so much this one would learn from you.
There is so much you could teach us.” _

“Teach us?!” Invictus Prime bellowed. He pointed
an accusatory silver finger at Scott and the others.
“These are barely above animals, nothing more than
feral degenerates left to breed unattended. There isno
place even for an unaugmented in such company.”

Vox Septimus’s eyes widened, and he looked over at
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Inwcttés Prime, who now hoveredjust inches above the
ground. _

~“So the Exemplar contends that this one belongs at
his side, and not with these ‘degenerates™?”

Invictus Prime’smouth opened in shock, “O f... of
course,” the Exemplar said, as though amazed anyone
could have considered otherwise. “Augmented or not,
we are servitors of our departed masters, bred for apur-
pose. This is no fit home for such aswe.”

Vox Septimus looked at the Exemplar for along mo-
ment. Then he glanced at Lee, and turned to address
ttﬁ( assembled servitors, Exemplar and unaugmented
alike.

“Then perhaps there is still a purpose for this one...
forallofus. . afterall” =

Invictus Prime regarded him, silver lip curled. ‘And
what is that?”

“Tofind afithome.”



|twas not until later that Scott Summers was to learn
the full details ofall that had happened. It was clear that
Hank McCo%’s plan to use the Sentinels as weapons
had worked, butwhat Scott couldn’t have known was
that itworked far better even than Hank had hoped. In
the wave after wave of Sentinel bombardment, a good
manY ofthe ships in the Kh'thon fleet were destroyed
utterly, and many more besides fatallk/ crippled. The
Kh'thon themselves, the inhuman creatures seen as liv-
ing gods by their human slaves, had never been too
many in number, only some dozens ofthem in the en-
tire fleet, ruled by their seven-member Collective. The
destruction ofso many vessels, while taking a crippling
toll on the population of human slaves, had an even
more devastating impact on the Kh'thon, concentrated
as they were in only a handful of ships. When the Sen-
tinel barrage was complete, all ofthose vessels had heen
completely destroyed, including the Fathership itself
There were no survivors,

The Kh'thon were extinct. _

Only ahandful ofships in the fleet were still space-



X-Men: The Return 293

worthy, and these busied themselves collecting the scat-
tered survivors who had been lucky enough to escape
the destruction of the other craft, now derelict or de-
stroged. These few ships, along with the several hun-
dred mutant Exemplar and human servitors on the
surface of the planet below, were all that remained of
the once mighty Khthon fleet,
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Scott and Lee stood atop a high terrace overlookmg the
city ofDis, as the late afternoon sun dipped toward the
horizon. It had taken a night and most of a day, but as
they watched the last ofthe invaders gather, the Exem-
plar s_hufflmgwnh eyes downcast, the human servitors
running back and forth between the unearthly towers
of the city on final errands. If the news that reached
Scott and'Lee in recent hours was to be believed, this
was the scene the world over, as the former slaves ofthe
Kh'thon gathered together, their strange metal ships
imblossoming, becoming sleek and unbroken curves
again, and then ascending, leaving the Earth as quickly
as they had come. _ _ o
The repairs and restorations following the invasion’s
damage would, ofcourse, take much longer to address,
and some wounds would be Ion? in healing, but thank-
fully loss of life had been kept to a minimum and the
danger, for the moment had loassed.
ven so, Scott had been less than pleased that Lee
had refused to return to the mainland with the first
round offreed prisoners, insisting instead that she stay
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in Dis at his side to help oversee the prisoners’ evacua-
tion. As Lee had put it, the Arcadia was her boat to do
with as she wished, and if she preferred to give Paolo
the helm and her spot on the deck to arefugee, that was
acaptain’s privilege. _ _

nly ahare handful ofprisoners remained. Kurtand
Peter had been ferrymg them to the mainland in the
Blackbird, and Hank had taken as many as the cramped
cabin ofthe (%umjetwould allow. In a shortwhile, the
Blackbirdwould apPear once more in the skies over the
alien city, now no longer encased in a dome of corus-
cating energy, and with Lee, Scott, and the few remain-
ing prisoners onboard, there would be no human
presence left. _ ,

BY that time, Scott figured, the last of the invaders
would be taking to the skies aswell, and the city ofDis
would he left as deserted as it had been, all these long
millennia,

“Scott, | wanted to tell you .. .” o

Lee’s words were mterrugt,ed by the chiming of
Scott’s satellite phone. Mouthing asilent apology, he
pulled it from his belt and held it'to his ear.

“Scott, it’s Hank,” came the voice from the speaker,
laced with static. “Weve just dropped off the youngf
Hellions at the Massachusetts Academy, and the rest o
us are about to touch down back at Xavier’s. | wanted to
let you know that we'vejust got word from Jean and
the others. They're fine, and should be back in Man-
hattan by the time you return.”

Scott felt a Ean_g of guilt, hearing Jean’s name, He
mumbled thanks into the phone, and then rang off
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“Everything okay?” Lee asked with genuine concern.
Scott forced a Smile and nodded. Where was this
guilt coming from? He'd not done anYthlng fo cause
trﬁn%orse. Jean was the woman that he loved, he knew
at.
_ Sowhy did he feel so comfortable standing here be-
side Lee? o _ .

“Look,” Lee said, pointing. Scott following her fin-
ger, and saw that Vox Septimus, now in a fresh set of
robes, was ambling toward them.

Could it be, Scottwondered, nothing more than the
fact that danger can draw people together? And the end
ofthe world, even more so? After all, he and Lee had
first bonded over the death of her father, and then
grown even closer when cast up on the shores ofa de-
serted island. It was something of a pattern in Scott’s
life, he realized, finding love in the face ofimpending
apocalypse. _

Butthe end ofthe world had been averted, hadn’t it?
And that meant they’d have to return to their normal
lives, their normal relationships, and these crisis con-
nections, however intense, would have to be put aside.

Vox Septimus had slowly climbed the steps to the
terrace, and approached the pair.

“The servants ofthe Kh'thon you see before you are
the last to remain in Dis, and the'last to remain on your
world, and these few will be leaving shortly.” .

Lee shuffled her feet, conflicting emotions playing
out across her face. Scott knew that she'd feared for her
life when aprisoner ofthis man, and yet she’d come to
care for him, in astrange way, as well.
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“\ox?” she said, at length. “Are you really sure you
want to leave? There might be some way your people
could remain here, ifonly...” She trailed off, as ifreal-
ing how unlikely it was that the nations of Earth
would welcome the survivors ofa former invasion fleet,
however contrite. _ N

“No.” Vox Septimus shook his head, smllln%sadly.
“The ships ofthe fleet are the only ones such as this one
has ever known. This one’s fellow servitors doubtless
feel the same.” _

“What about Invictus Prime?” Scott asked quardedly.
“He seemed pretty well disposed to the idea ofremain-
ing here ... once'he cleared all the humans out of the
wavofcourse.” o

ox Septimus pursed his lips and Plan_ced ack to
where the last of the Exemplar were [oading into the
flower blossom shapes of the Iandl_n? craft, Invictus
Prime was nowhere to be seen. “Invictus Prime is not
happy, but he is resigned. His siblings in the Exemplar
class have no stomach for war with the Earth.”

As if in answer, the 3|Iver%_shape of the Exemplar
|eader arced high overhead, skin glinting in the late af-
ternoon sun, and then swooped down like a hawk div-
ing for amouse, stoppingjust short ofwhere Scott and
thelcl)thers stood. He hovered in midair, regarding them
coolly.

. “1yhe last of the landers will be Ieavi.r\1}1 momentar-
|ITy he announced in stentorian tones. “Vox Septimus,
ifyou insiston Imgerm? in conversation with feral de-
generates, you'll be left behind. No doubt you can
amuse yourselfinto eternity with their base discourse.”
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Lee |ginored Invictus Prime, and reached a tentative
hand out to Vox Septimus.

“Where will you go?” she asked. _

~Vox Septimus gave a slight shruH. “Perhaps we will
simply roam amon(IJ the stars for all the ages to come.
Or perhaps we will search for a new home, one that
P‘?eg’ not be bought at the price of another sentient’s
ife.

“Perhaps,” Invictus Prime rumbled. “But ifwe do
not find one, and someday tire of our nomadic exis-
tence, then our fleet may still come back this way, and
claim this little world as our birthright.” _

Lee’s hands tlght_ened into white knuckled fists at
her side, but Scott laid a comforting hand on her shoul-

er,
“Ifyou do,” Scott said, steel in his voice, “you’ll find
us ready for you.”
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A few short hours later, and fifteen hundred miles away
Kitty Pryde proPped her feet up on the divan, and
glanced around the day room ofthe Xavier mansion.

“I really want a cup of coffee,” she said wearily, “but
the kitchen is way over there. Anybody want to carry
me over there to get one?”

“Sugah,” Rogue said, sprawled out on the couch,
;]ygq,are on your own. | ache in places | didn’t know |

ad.

“Coffee would be good, though,” Hank mused,
hands folded over his chest, eyes barely open. “We
should look into that.” o

The three X-Men sat motionless in silence fora Iong
while. Then they glanced at Logan, who lay stretche
out on the floor in front ofthe flreFIace, snoring loudly.

“Yeah,” Kitty agreed. “We should.”

Tired as they were, though, exhausted and hun%ry
bruised and battered, they were whole. All ofthem fad
survived, and none had left anything behind that could
not be replaced. -

Most of the New Mutants were up in their rooms,
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only recentlr reunited with their classmates. Kitty knew
there was [ittle chance they’d be sleepm? tonight,
thougih, astired astheywere. hey’d be up all night, re-
counting their adventures of the previous da¥s to one
another, story after story after story. Kitty was their age,
more or less, but she couldn’t work up that kind ofen-
thusiasm. She was young, but had already had experi-
ences even the New Mutants couldn’t guess. Her place
was down with the adults, r_ecuperatlng. o

Their quiet solace was interrupted by a chiming,
loud and persistent. _

“Can somebodg get the phone?” Kitty moaned.

Nobody moved.

‘Anybody?” she said in a slightly louder moan.

Hank opened his eyes a fraction, and glanced her
way, while Rogue hid hier eyes behind her arm.

“Okay, okaY " Kitty said, defeated, and with a groan
shoved erself up into a sitting position. “I’ll get it.”
Pushing up out of the chair with considerable effort,
she crossed to the wall, where a communications array
was disguised as an armoire. She swung open the doors
of dark-stained wood, and revealed a large flat-panel
LCD and keyboard.

i “Qn,,” shé said dispiritedly after the screen came to
Ite. “It'syou.” .

“Delighted to seeyou aswell, Miss Pryde.”

Hank found the will to move his legs, and came to
stand beside Kitty. _

“Colonel Stuart, | presume?” he said.

mBrigadier Stuart, actually,” replied the woman on
the screen, perhaps a little sheepishly “The Royal
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Marines have *ust given me a promotion, it seems. ‘In
recognition otyour contributions to the recent effort,’
thle said. I'd have been happier with abit of leave, my-
self.

Kitty chuckled, “Well, try to get some rest, I guess.”

“Yes, well,” Brigadier Stuart answered. “l wanted to
call and letyou know that [ am ... grateful... foryour
contributions, aswell.” _

Kitty's smile broadened. Isshe thanking us?

“That said,” the brigadier went on, “I must reiterate
that I meant every word | said to the Kh’thonic Collec-
tive about the_dan?_ers of mutants. We've enough to
worry about with aliens invading from above, without
having to contend with the possibilities of one ofyou
lot secretly mind-controlling our elected officials, or
setting up an independent mutant state or whatnot.”

“Now, seehere .. .!I"Hankbegan.

“Consider this call a courtesy,” the brigadier inter-
rupted. “I'vejust received confirmation that Downing
Street has accepted my Froposal to create a tactical force
of scientists and lateral thinkers, to anticipate, detect,
and analyze the bizarre misterles that lie beyond the
fringes of man’s current knowledge. The next time
alien invaders come calling, mankind won’t have to
look to rogue elements like the X-Men for rescue, as
the Weird alppemngs Organization will stand ready to
meet the challenge.” _

“I'm so0 happy for you,” Rogue sneered, not getting
up offher seat. _ _

“| think I've heard enough, Kitty,” Hank said,

“Oh, I'll'not keep you any longer,” the brigadier an-
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swered. “I'm sure you've got plots and schemes ofyour
own to consider. But | wonder, do any ofyou find it
ironic that the Sentinels, which were designed to pro-
tecthumanity against the threat ofan armr of mutants,
were used for precisely that purpose? Except, this time, it
Was ;rqou |otyourselves who pulled the trigger?”

The screen went black as the connection dropped,
and the three X-Men sat in silence, considering what
the brlgiadler_had said. -

“Well,” Kitty said uneasily, “she’s a cast-iron witch,
butshe’sgotapoint.” _

“Does she?” Hank said, unconvinced.

A IonE moment passed &s silence fell over the room.
“Hank?" Kitty finally said. “I've been meaning to ask
you. The whole thing about the Khthon being the
original inhabitants ofEarth, and genetically engineer-
ing mutants as their servants?”

“Do | think it’s true?” Hank raised an eyebrow.

“Well, yeah,” Kitty answered.
~ Hank fook a deepbreath and sighed. “There’snoth-
ing in the fossil record that supports the Khthonic ag-
sertion. That said, there’s little evidence thatdwEroves I,
either. They clearly did have some presence on Earth in
prehistoric times, ‘as the city in the Bermuda Triangle
?roves, but whether they originated here or came here

rom elsewhere we may never know. And as for
whether they had some demiurgic role in the genetic
development of mankind, well...” Hank’s voice trailed
off, and he ended with a half-hearted shrug.

“Soyou're sa mg it'saquestion offaith.”

Harik nodded. “Something like that.”
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“S0 | can choose to believe that humans were origi-
nally the house pets of Lovecraftian monsters from
outer space. Or | can chalk it up to more megalomani-
acal ranting and get on with my life.”

“Essentlalll¥, yes.” , _

“Gee,” Kitty said with a slight smile. “I wonder
which one I'll pick.” _

Across the room, L_o?an snored loudly, which
seemed the only appropriate response.
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Hours later, Doug Ramsey sat down at the boathouse,
Iookln? out at the rippling black waters of Breakstone
Lake. [Twas early morning, the still-dark moments be-
fore dawn, and e hadn’t Slept at ll. _

“| was wondering where you were,” came a voice
from behind him. _ _

He looked up to see Betsy standmg over him. She
carried acup ofcoffee in eithér hand, ablanket wrapped
around her shoulders.

“l ... ljust...”He looked away as Betsy sat down
beside him ?raqefully. “I didn’t feel much’like being
around peoF e, isall.” _ _

Betsy held one ofthe mugs out to him. “And didn't
feel like sleepln%, either, apParentIy.” _

Doug took the mug without meeting her eyes. |
don’t know if I'll be able to sleep again.” He paused, and
then glanced at the stars glittering overhead. “I dont
quess 1 should be surprised, though. I understand the
sIeeBp ofmass murderers is often troubled.”

Setsy widened her eyes at that. “Doug, what areyou
talking about?”
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“What?” Doug asked, defensively. “Isn’t that what

geno_ude is, afterall? | was the one who launched the

entinels, Betsy. | caused the extinction 0fan entire race
ofbeings.”

‘A race ofbeings who were prepared to send all of
mankind to its grave!” Betsy countered. .

Doug looked at her, apained expression on his face.
mea[], I’know. But that doesn’t make it much easier to
ake.

Betsr set her mug down on the planks ofthe dock,
and put her hand on Doug’s knee. “You could just as
easily say that I'm at fault, Doug. After all, | was the
one who shut down the Kh'thon’s defenses, and par-
alyzed them so they couldn’t respond to the attack.”

“So, what? WeVe hath got blood on our hands?”

Betsy frowned, but shook her head. “Perhaps. Or
you could just as easily saY_ that YOU and | share re-
sponsibility for humanity living to see another sun-
rise.”

Doug’s expression lightened for the briefest mo-
ment, and then fell. Looking away, he said, “I'm no
hero, Betsy.” N

Betsy reached over and put her hand beneath hisjaw,
turning his head around to face her. “No? You are an
ordinary man, Doug, for all ofyour talents. But an or-
dinary man who doés what is necessary in extraordinary
circumstances.” ,

' Betsy leaned in close, her face now only inches from
S,

“Ifthat does not make a hero, Doug, | don't know

whatwould.”
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Doug managed a smile, looking into Betsy’s eyes.

“Maybe,” he allowed reluctantly.

Betsy smiled. “Just maybe?”

“Yeah.” Doug’sgrin widened. “Just mayhe.”

The sun rose over Breakstone Lake. A new day was
beginning.



