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For my good friends


Steve Williams and Jeff Galin, the Xavier and Magneto of my life.


Neither of whom will have any idea what that means.




PROLOGUE


CLOAKED from all detection by its extraordinary technology, the space station Avalon described an elliptical orbit around the Earth. On her observation deck, a gleaming metal platform with little ornamentation to warm the cold expanse of space, Eric Magnus Lehnsherr stood alone, gazing down at the planet of his birth with a heavy heart. He was no longer welcome on Earth. More than a man without a country, he was a man without a world. And he feared that such would be the fate of all his kind.


Eric Lehnsherr was a mutant.


He was not an uncommonly large man, standing just over six feet tall and weighing just under two hundred pounds, but there was a quiet fury about him that gave even the bravest soul pause. His eyes were the blue-gray of an impending storm, his long hair an extraordinarily perfect white. Defined by his command, of himself and others around him, he was not given to frivolous commentary or physical expression. Still, he allowed himself a low sigh, a shake of his head, and then his hand came up to stroke his smooth chin.


Lost in contemplation, in waves of hope and grim determination, he barely noticed the hiss of expelled air as a door slid open behind him. There was no danger to him, here. On Avalon, he was …


“Lord Magneto, you summoned me,” Exodus said reverently.


Magneto felt a moment of regret for the day he chose that name. In his anger, his need to present himself to the world as a being of power, he had abandoned the name his parents had given him. It had set him apart from the humans, made them fear him all the more. But it had also made it easier for them to hate. That distance, that difference, also existed in the hushed reverence with which his Acolytes treated him. Fear, hatred, reverence … Magneto wondered if he would ever grow used to them, or to the solitary world they had built around him.


Exodus stood silently, patiently awaiting whatever response Magneto might provide. His robes flowed around him, reminding Magneto of a purple and black butterfly, such a contrast to the hard shell of crimson that he himself wore.


“Your tone reveals your hope that I have finally come to my senses, Exodus,” Magneto said. “I’m sorry to inform you that I remain dedicated to the Empire Agenda.”


“My lord,” Exodus gasped, “you know that I would never think to question your will. I have not …”


“Yes, yes, I know,” Magneto assured him. “You have no fear that I will question your loyalty. Yet I know that you disapprove of this endeavor. Don’t think for a single moment that I don’t know, and understand, your feelings on this subject.”


Magneto walked to Exodus, whose eyes were downcast, and laid a hand on the other’s shoulder.


“Avalon will continue to be a haven away from Earth for those mutants who accept our invitation, our challenge to live free,” Magneto said reassuringly. “And you, my friend, will continue to be the ferryman who guides those lost souls to their new lives, and the chief protector, other than myself, of all who reside here.”


Exodus nodded, but did not appear relieved.


“Please, Exodus, enough of this propriety!” Magneto said in frustration. “Ask the questions that weigh so heavily on you.”


“I know it isn’t my place, Magneto, but it all seems so unnecessary,” Exodus explained. “We have Avalon. What is keeping us from abandoning the Earth entirely?”


Magneto realized that Exodus simply could not comprehend his plans, and resolved to change that. True, Exodus would follow his orders to the letter, no matter what they might be, and he owed no one an explanation of his actions. But what good was blind obedience? Whoever followed him, Magneto had vowed, would not do so in ignorance. That was the human way.


“We are the next step in evolution,” he began, and turned to look back out at the vacuum of space, and the blue world spinning below. “We are homo sapiens superior. It is the destiny of the species currently referred to as ‘humanity’ to die out, to be replaced by our kind. It is natural that they should fear us, for we are the harbinger of their doom.


“I have spent my life trying to carve a place in the world for mutants. By natural law, we ought to be the sovereign race on this world. It is inevitable. Time and again, my efforts have been thwarted by Charles Xavier and his X-Men. Mutants themselves, these so-called heroes have naively worked toward Xavier’s dream that mutants and humans can peacefully co-exist.”


He paused, but when he spoke again, he no longer seemed to be speaking to Exodus.


“Xavier is a madman,” Magneto said, a strange sadness in his tone. “What creature ever embraces entropy? How can any rational being live side by side in harmony with the evidence of its impending death?”


“Yes, lord,” Exodus agreed. “But what you say only strengthens the case for Avalon as the haven for all mutants until we are strong enough to take the entire Earth, or until the humans begin to destroy themselves. Why continue to struggle for a refuge on Earth when we have one in the heavens?”


“Why indeed?” Magneto asked himself, a wistful smile playing at the corners of his mouth. He brushed an errant lock of white hair from his face, then spun to look at Exodus once more.


“I must try, don’t you see?” he asked, suddenly vehement. “That ball of dirt and water spinning down there is our home, Exodus. We have a right to it as the next rung on the evolutionary ladder. The Earth is my home, for better or worse. Every moment of happiness, every ounce of agony, sprang from its soil. To abandon it to the new dream of Avalon means putting my vision of an Earth ruled by mutantkind on hold for an indefinable time.


“That may be what is necessary for the vision to become truth. If so, I am prepared for it. But before I am able to reconcile myself to that decision, I have to make one final effort to create a haven for mutants on Earth now, today! I put the Empire Agenda in place several years ago for just such an attempt. The moment has arrived. Do you understand that?”


Exodus cast his gaze at the floor again, and nodded. “Yes, lord,” he said. “I realize how foolish I was. Your courage is equaled only by your vast love and compassion for your fellow mutants. I am ashamed to have questioned you. What may I do to atone for my doubts?”


Magneto smiled now, like a proud and indulgent father. “The only thing I ask of you, Exodus, is to continue to populate Avalon with the seeds of the future of mutantkind and to protect her with your life until my return.”


“It shall be done, lord,” Exodus said.


“Excellent,” Magneto responded. “Now, please gather the Acolytes who will accompany me to Earth, and send Voght to me immediately.”


When Exodus left, Magneto’s spirits had risen considerably. Though he was born there, Exodus had no interest in Earth, but Magneto had been able to make him realize what the Empire Agenda meant to all mutants. To have faith. Faith was important. Magneto intended to carve a mutant haven out of the Earth, and from there begin a campaign to gradually take the entire planet. For the mission to succeed, all of his Acolytes had to be as confident as he was.


There was a rustling behind him, like wind in the fallen leaves, and Magneto turned to see the psychically projected image of the Acolyte called Scanner shimmer into existence.


“Yes, Scanner?”


“Voght has arrived, lord,” Scanner said, but did not wait for a response. Magneto watched as her psionic holo-body disappeared.


The door hissed open and Amelia Voght was there. She was a beautiful woman, with a mane of auburn hair that Magneto found quite alluring. There was nothing romantic about their relationship, yet there was a certain undeniable intimacy between them. Unlike the other Acolytes, Voght did not worship him as her lord and master. She believed in him and his vision, certainly, but when she spoke to him, particularly without the others around, it was with a familiarity that Magneto found refreshing.


“You rang?” she asked as she stepped into the observation deck.


“We will depart for Earth momentarily, Amelia,” Magneto said. “I thought it best to take you aside to inform you that I have decided to appoint you field leader for the duration of this operation.”


Voght was clearly stunned, and uncharacteristically speechless. The effect didn’t last long, however.


“I’m grateful, Magneto,” she said. “I’m assuming you’ve taken into consideration that the others will be less than pleased, particularly Unuscione?”


“I have confidence in you, Amelia,” Magneto said. “Now, shall we begin to enact the Empire Agenda?”


“Absolutely,” Voght said, her voice rising with excitement. “It isn’t every day you get to hold a planet hostage, after all.”


* * *


IT was just past seven o’clock in the morning, but the Rocky Mountains were alive with activity. Birdsong filled the air, the wind whipped through the trees, and animals prowled throughout the region. In a remote section of Colorado, on one of the many large sections of land the federal government still owned, a long, open field was surrounded by a touch-sensitive electrified fence, trimmed with razor wire. Inside the fence, a tiny bull’s-eye on the open field, was a two-story gray brick structure that would appear, to the uninitiated, as nothing more than an office building.


Beneath the field, however, there was something more.


A crackling sound drowned out the birds and the breeze and the choking stench of burning rubber suddenly filled the air, and was joined by the smell of scorched grass. Though it wasn’t more than seventy degrees, the air above the field warped and shimmered as if it were a summer swelter over heatwave-baked pavement. There was a loud, echoing bang, like the crack of a rifle, and birds fluttered in flocks from treetops around the perimeter of the fence.


Magneto and the Acolytes had arrived.


“You realize, my lord, that I could have teleported us here as easily as the technology of Avalon,” Voght said with a trace of annoyance.


Magneto turned, facing the zealous followers he had chosen for this mission, and nodded patiently. He wore the crimson helm that had covered his head, hidden his face, for so many years. It had come to represent terror in the hearts of so many humans, and majesty in the minds of the Acolytes.


“The last thing I want, Amelia,” he said after a pause, “is for you to expend energy needlessly.” He lifted his arms to include all of them. “Before this is over, each of you will be taxed to your limits. We must work together, or the dream will fail. Now, let us begin.”


The Acolytes tensed, moving into offensive positions in preparation for the moment when Magneto lowered their cloaking shield, allowing the base’s security sensors to register their presence for the first time. He surveyed the team he had chosen for this mission, and decided that he had chosen well. They looked organized and strong in their navy and crimson uniforms, and danger crackled in the air around them like heat lightning.


Senyaka’s face was hidden, as always, behind the cowl he wore, but Magneto did not need to see his face to know the blood lust in the man’s heart. Senyaka held a psionic whip, created by the power of his mind, which hummed with a paralyzing current not unlike electricity. Its every coil and snap was controlled by the Acolyte’s mind and Magneto allowed himself a moment’s sympathy for those who would feel the sting of Senyaka’s zeal.


Next to him stood Milan, who was invaluable to the Empire Agenda. Milan stood quietly, eyes covered by a visor whose sensors helped him to process incoming information instantly. His brain was like a computer, and could access both human and artificial intelligence, flesh and machine, with equal expediency.


Magneto allowed himself a slight smile at the sight of the powerhouse Joanna Cargil, once known as Frenzy, attempting to contain her hyperactive personality. Cynical by nature, the black woman had nevertheless become one of the most devout among the Acolytes. She stood next to Javitz, who was equally powerful. At nearly nine feet tall, the gold headset and shoulder armor they all wore made him look even more imposing. The only flaw in the giant’s form was the bandage he wore to cover his useless left eye.


The Kleinstock brothers, Harlan and Sven, guarded their flank. The twins had once been triplets, but the third brother, Eric, had been lost on one of the Acolytes’ missions. Their power, hideous as it was, had been cut by one third then, but they were still effective. Unfortunately, the twins rarely thought ahead, and had to be kept tightly reined.


Voght was in the front—where she belonged as field leader—despite the displeased grunts with which several of the others had greeted the news of her appointment. By her side was perhaps the most dangerous of the Acolytes, and the one most startled and chagrined by Magneto’s choice of Voght, Unuscione. With the psychic exoskeleton her mind constantly emitted to defend her body, she was untouchable. She was even more dangerous, however, because she could bend, shape, and extend that shell as she wished, using it to capture, crush, or pummel an enemy.


They were young, yes. Magneto had seen too many young mutants lose their lives in this struggle. But they believed with all their hearts, and he could not have asked for a more dedicated team for this mission. He was proud to stand with them, though their near worship of him must ever keep him apart from them as well. All but Voght.


“Amelia,” he said softly, “on your word.”


Her eyes widened, the honor of command still taking her by surprise. Then she nodded almost imperceptibly, and barked out her orders.


“Cargil, Javitz, on the point. Kleinstocks through the back. Senyaka and Unuscione on the flank and Milan with me. On my word, shields down and attack,” she snarled, then paused a moment.


“Go!” Voght yelled.


Alarms shattered the air as the shields dropped. They moved as one toward the small building. Previously concealed weapons stations began to fire a tightly woven pattern of plasma bolts and laser bursts across the field. Harlan Kleinstock took several out with a plasma blast from his hands before Magneto caused the rest to simply explode with nothing more than a dismissive gesture and a light electromagnetic pulse, generated on a specific wavelength.


Javitz and Cargil didn’t bother knocking, choosing instead to simply crash through the front of the building. A heartbeat later, the Kleinstocks blew the rear wall out. As Voght and the others approached, Magneto held back, waiting to see what the next move would be. At the center of the nearly destroyed building was a massive, square, vault-like structure, perhaps eight feet wide, high and deep. To the right of the doors, which resembled those of an elevator, was a slot for a keycard and a keypad, which clearly implied a combination of some kind.


“Milan,” Voght barked. “Open it.”


Magneto was pleased. Most of the others would have simply smashed the vault, but there might be security or defense measures that could hold them up, or it might conceivably be tough enough to slow their advance just a little. Sometimes the light touch was the best way to proceed.


Milan walked calmly to the door, his dark, angular features only intensifying the oddness of the arrowhead tattooed on his forehead, pointing down at the bridge of his nose. He reached out a gloved hand and lightly touched the keypad next to the door, but did not enter any numbers.


“My friend,” Milan said to the computer. “I would be very grateful if you would let us inside.”


There was a pause, and the mutant cocked his head as if listening to a ghostly voice none of the others could hear. After a moment, Milan spoke again.


“Certainly,” he said. “I would be pleased to speak with you again when our business here is concluded. I know how lonely it must get.”


With a rushing sound like the fall of a guillotine, the door slid open.


“Thank you,” Milan said calmly, and moved into the shaft before addressing the others. “We will be taken to the main complex, but there will most certainly be guards waiting there for us.”


“Good!” the Kleinstock brothers said in unison.


The lift, a large, armored elevator, dropped rapidly down the shaft and came under fire the moment it appeared in the main complex area, though the guards doing the actual shooting must have known their plasma bursts would not penetrate the lift’s armored shell.


When the doors opened, Magneto stepped forward, motioning for the Acolytes to wait a moment. The predetermined schedule and his own impatience demanded that not another moment be spared. He set up an e-m field around himself, which deflected the many shots that now assaulted him. At his most imperious, Magneto raised his arms as if conducting a symphony, and each of the guards—he counted an even dozen—jumped back as their firearms shattered in their hands.


Unuscione was the first out of the elevator, in advance of Voght’s signal, and he made a mental note to punish her later for that transgression. With her psionic exoskeleton forming a huge battering ram, she reached out with her mind and slammed the woman who appeared to be captain of the guard into a low cement wall and held her there.


“Listen up, flatscans!” Unuscione yelled. “As much as it pains us to say it, none of you have to die here today. All you have to do is leave, immediately and without a word, and you will live.”


“You’re dealing with the U.S. Army here, mutant scum,” the captain croaked. “Withdraw now, or there’ll be hell to pay.”


“Don’t you worry about us, G.I. Jill,” Unuscione said. “I’ve been paying that bill since the day I was born.”


The green energy that formed Unuscione’s exoskeleton changed shape then, twisting, folding, and snapping the captain in two with a sickening crunch.


“Die, you mutie freaks!” a soldier screamed as he leaped for Unuscione, singling her out for her actions even though his comrades stood frozen with fear and horror. Though her exoskeleton shielded Unuscione from any such attack, Cargil stepped forward, corn-rowed hair jingling with her movement, and slammed her fist into the soldier’s chest, shattering his ribcage. The man crumpled to the ground, wheezing in pain. He would not live out the hour.


“Only thing worse than a flatscan,” Cargil sneered, “is a flatscan jarhead.”


Magneto discouraged the use of such words as flatscan, a derogatory term which mutants had coined for those who did not show the essential x-factor that caused mutations on their genetic charts—in other words, “normal” humans. However, since the humans had chosen to make mutant the dirtiest of words, he could not bring himself to correct his Acolytes when they used such terms.


Voght stepped forward into the aftermath of the violence and addressed the soldiers.


“This facility and all of its contents are now the property of the lord Magneto. As you can plainly see, you have no hope of defeating, or even injuring us. For the duration of our visit here, you will be incarcerated. As long as you do not resist, you will survive,” she said, surprising Magneto, who had originally planned to simply expel the humans.


“She said we could go!” one of the soldiers howled in complaint, pointing toward Unuscione.


“That was before you decided to make our lives difficult,” Voght responded. “You’ve already taken up more time than you are worth. It would have been more expedient to kill you. Keep that in mind, and get the hell out of the way.”


Magneto smiled. Unuscione had overstepped her bounds, had taken the aspect of field leader for herself, and this was Voght’s way of reestablishing her primacy without showing the enemy that there was any dissension in the Acolytes’ ranks. He was proud of her.


“It’s not what you think,” Voght said as he approached, both of them watching the Kleinstocks herd the humans away. “I simply realized that it will be beneficial to keep our identity secret for as long as possible. If the military don’t know you are here, they won’t be as quick to reach a drastic decision like just nuking the whole place.”


Magneto raised one eyebrow.


“Very good, Amelia,” he said. “I often underestimate exactly how much they hate me.”


“It isn’t the hate, Magneto,” she answered. “It’s the fear. Anyway, I imagine my test run is over with. Your turn to give orders again.”


“My turn, Amelia?” he asked, eyes narrowing. “I always give the orders.”


“As you say,” she answered, and bowed her head in earnest acknowledgment of her error.


“Round up the engineers and whatever other personnel are present and put them in with the soldiers,” he instructed. “I’ll meet you in the silo.”


Magneto turned, his heels clicking on the cement floor and echoing through the chamber. He walked briskly, cape flying behind him, down the short hall that he knew led to what had once been an enormous nuclear silo. Now, it housed something far more dangerous. The silo doors were twenty feet high, the bare metal of their adamantium alloy gleaming dully in the false light. They were, of course, closed.


Magneto’s stomach muscles tightened as he reached out with his heart, soul, and hands, with the complete and total mastery of the Earth’s magnetic fields that were his to command, and tore the doors from their frame with the echoing screech of a tanker striking an iceberg.


A dozen more steps brought him into the silo. As he looked up, scanning the massive constructs that lined the sides of the silo, Magneto’s face lit up with pleasure. For the first time in a long time, he actually grinned. Each of them was one hundred feet tall, equipped with destructive technology decades ahead of anything else in the world, the deep purple metal of their bodies gleaming in the burst of light coming from the door Magneto had torn open.


“Magnificent,” he said under his breath, to no one but himself. And maybe, to them, though he knew they couldn’t hear him.


Not yet. But when the twenty killing machines in that silo were activated, they would hear him. And obey.


Humanity would forever regret that they had created such monstrous robotic weapons as the Sentinels.




ONE


SMASHING through Earth’s atmosphere, the starship’s hull burst into flames. The planet’s gravity pulled them ever faster toward the surface and the pilots struggled to slow the craft. They knew they weren’t going to die. Dying was not an option. They had to reach their destination, one way or another. They had to survive to pass along the message.


Once they had completed that task, should their injuries be sufficient to take their lives, then so be it. But first, they had to regain control and guide the ship to their target location.


They had to reach the X-Men.


* * *


IT was a peaceful Sunday morning on the beautifully wooded grounds of the Xavier Institute in Salem Center, New York. Salem Center was a small community in affluent Westchester County, and Professor Charles Xavier, founder and president of the Xavier Institute, one of its most upstanding residents.


Down at the lake that stretched across the center of his estate, Xavier’s comrades, most of them former students, prepared for a day of picnicking, swimming, volleyball, and other, more innovative sports. There was no reason, particularly, for the celebration. It was simply that the band of mutant heroes known as the X-Men found themselves a beautiful summer day without any crisis to attend to. Such an occasion was rare enough that they put all their energy into making the most of it.


Cradling a decent-size watermelon on the tops of his thighs, Xavier gave one final shove of his wheelchair to get himself off the lawn and onto the wooden pier that jutted out into the lake. The gas grill was already on, and he caught a whiff of the tantalizing smell of hot Italian sausage, an especially spicy lamb and pepper blend that Remy LeBeau had picked up at a Greenwich Village butcher shop the day before.


“Don’t do it, Hank!” Bobby Drake yelled from the end of the pier. Xavier looked up to see that Hank McCoy, called the Beast because of his extraordinary strength and agility—not to mention the dark blue-black fur that covered his body—was dangling Drake off the pier.


Xavier’s first impulse was to interrupt the pair, to instruct Hank to put Bobby down. But it had been a long time since the two men had been his students. Hank was now a world-renowned biochemist (not to mention a former member of the Avengers in good standing). Bobby could stand a little more maturing, but that was their business now, not Charles Xavier’s.


“My apologies, Bobby,” Hank said, the teasing obvious in his voice. “Was there something you desired to say to me? Some sort of repentance, perhaps?”


“Not on your life, blue boy!” Bobby said in smug defiance. “And if you drop me, I’m not swimming all by my … hey!”


Hank let go of Bobby’s legs, a grin showing the elongated canines in his powerful jaws. He seemed about to make another comment when, in an instant, a huge hook made of already melting ice shot up from below, snagged Hank around the waist and pulled him into the water. Just as suddenly, Bobby appeared next to the pier on a pillar of ice, his body completely covered with it. There was a reason, after all, that he was called the Iceman.


“You two will never grow up,” Scott Summers said from behind the grill, where he was turning sausages and basting chicken breasts with his “Mad Dog” hot sauce. He tried to hide his amusement, ever the serious, mature field leader of the X-Men. But Charles knew Scott as if the man were his own son, had nearly raised him in his late teens, and right now Scott was doing his best not to laugh.


When Hank pulled himself onto the pier, his blue fur soaked and sticking to his body, showing just how muscular he was, Scott did finally burst out laughing, along with the rest of them, Xavier included. It couldn’t be helped.


“You know,” Hank said with a wry grin, “this isn’t the sort of thing a reputable scientist does on his days off. I’m growing too old for this roughhousing.”


“Not too old, Hank, just too serious,” Warren Worthington said amicably, and Xavier was glad to hear him speak up. Warren had once been the high-flying Angel, his mutant genes gifting him with a set of beautiful white wings. When those wings had been destroyed, then amputated and replaced with deadly substitutes formed of bio-organic steel, Warren’s demeanor had changed drastically. Now called Archangel, he had only recently begun to emerge from the dark cloud these events had cast over him.


“Look who’s talking about too serious!” Bobby cracked, and Warren smiled. Once he might have joined in their foolishness, but for now, Xavier thought a smile was better than nothing.


“The more things change, eh, Charles?” a soft, beautiful voice said behind him. Xavier didn’t need to turn to identify her. If Scott Summers was his surrogate son, then Jean Grey was a surrogate daughter. Years ago they had all come to him as his students, learning to live as mutants in a world that hated and feared them, learning to use their mutant-born abilities, and of course, simply learning.


“It’s always refreshing to note that some things never do, Jean,” Xavier said, as Jean took the watermelon from his lap and put it on one of the two long picnic tables. He watched her move, in that elegant way of hers, to where Scott stood over the barbecue. Her long red hair was pulled back in an intricate braid, and it swung to one side as she leaned in to kiss Scott, the man she had loved since the X-Men began.


Though the rest of the team was certain to make their way to the pier shortly, for the moment he was alone with his five original students. The first mutants to bear the name X-Men! It was a family, his family, and like every other they had their squabbles. It had grown as well, members coming and going, numbers rising and falling. But no matter what the future held, no matter how many new names were added to the roster of the X-Men, there would always be something special between Xavier and these five. There was no question that he loved the others just as much, but there was a difference.


Hank and Bobby were trying to get Warren into the water. Jean and Scott spoke softly, the sun reflecting off the ruby quartz glasses he had to wear to keep his mutant energy beams from bursting uncontrollably from his eyes. In the field, Scott wore a visor made of the same material, thus his codename, Cyclops.


Xavier leaned back and took it all in, glad to have that moment with this group. The summer sun was warm on his face and his bald pate, countered by a fine breeze and the coolness of the lake. From somewhere on the estate, he smelled freshly mowed grass, even above the scents of the barbecue.


He closed his eyes and, for a moment, Charles Xavier was truly able to remember what it had been like to be a boy. What it had been all about. Many claimed to remember, but those spontaneous moments when the past was there, just within reach, when all senses combined with the sense of childhood self to remind you what it was like … those moments of clarity were extraordinarily rare, and sadly fleeting.


But they felt wonderful. With all that he had experienced as an adult, Charles Xavier rarely had time to miss the innocence of his youth. Even when he did, it was usually accompanied by a wistful mood that was unlike him. This was different. This was a feeling of well-being he had not experienced in many years. Other than the day, the company, the memories, there was no tangible reason for it. That made it all the better.


Five minutes later, when Storm, Rogue, Gambit, Wolverine, and Bishop had all arrived, he had reason to be proud and content all over again.


When Rogue demanded a volleyball rematch to avenge the trouncing her team had been given the month before, the entire group was happy to oblige.


After lunch, of course.


* * *


“WHAT do you mean, ‘out of bounds,’ Rogue?” Bishop growled.


“Which word didn’t y’understand, sugar?” Rogue teased, her Southern accent adding a gentleness to her sarcasm that always made it much easier to withstand.


“Our serve, I believe,” Storm said, a wry smile on her face as Rogue passed her the ball.


Scott Summers smiled as well. All of the X-Men dealt with the pressures they lived under differently, and it always amazed him to see how those pressures had shaped their personalities. Over time, as Cyclops, the co-leader of the X-Men, Scott had come to know them all.


Storm, with whom he shared leadership duties, was grand and as blustery as the weather she commanded in battle, yet in calmer times she was quiet, almost shy. Her chocolate skin and silk white hair combined with her regal manner to give her statuesque quality. A proud woman, she often seemed cold to those meeting her for the first time. In truth, though, Storm cared very deeply for those around her as well.


Rogue was the polar opposite of Storm’s profound calm and control. Her auburn hair had a skunk trail down the center that added to her natural flamboyance. She was quick with a jab, physical or verbal, but nearly always in good humor. A humor that was, in truth, often a thin veil covering the pain she felt regarding her mutant abilities. Gifted with extraordinary strength and the ability to fly, not to mention being nearly invulnerable to harm, Rogue was one of the most powerful X-Men.


Yet, she had another power, one she could not control, which allowed her to temporarily steal the memories and abilities of an opponent, simply by touching his skin. It was often a devastating, even debilitating, experience for her. Tragically, this meant that Rogue could virtually never touch another human being without doing them harm, could never be intimate, never even share a simple kiss.


The midday sun hung benevolently in the sky above the Xavier Institute. A cool breeze stirred in the trees, and the sunlight sparkled on the tiny waves the wind brought up on the lake. Laughter filled the air, the laughter of friends, nearly family. Scott knew Rogue as well as any of them except perhaps for Gambit, and at least enough to know that a day like today would let her forget, at least for a little while, the curse of her mutant powers.


But nothing, not the most beautiful day imaginable, ever seemed to shake the grimly serious man known as Bishop. Scott watched as Storm served to Bishop’s team again, prompting a brief volley from Bobby to Hank, back to Gambit then Rogue, and finally to Bishop, who slammed it out of bounds again.


“Good one, Bish!” Bobby shouted, good-naturedly mocking his teammate’s ineptitude.


“You mean that was out as well?” Bishop asked in earnest amazement. “What, then, would be ‘in bounds?’ What a foolish game this is!”


“You realize, Bishop,” Hank put in, walking across the grass on his hands, “that your protestations commenced immediately subsequent to the reversal of your team’s fortunes in this contest.”


Bishop gritted his teeth, his temple pulsing under the scar of the letter M that had been branded onto his dark skin. His fists tensed and muscles bunched under his sky blue T-shirt, before relaxing again. He looked down at his sneakers amidst a pause in the day’s festivities—everyone seemed to be holding their breath, ever unsure of how the enigmatic man would react. Then, incredibly, a small smile crept across his face.


“Serve the ball, Beast,” Bishop said. “I’m going to kick your fuzzy blue ass from here to Manhattan.”


Scott laughed along with the others, as Hank assured Bishop he was more than happy to oblige. It was a refreshing moment, one of many that fine day. While the rest of them often had an edge, Archangel particularly, they were all capable of letting off steam from time to time. Until that moment, Scott had wondered whether Bishop would ever take a moment to relax.


Not that his constant alarm and grim countenance were difficult to understand. Bishop had come from a future where the X-Men were little more than a legend to which one might aspire. It was a world gone drastically wrong, where mutants had been subjugated, hounded and destroyed, and had only begun to rebuild some kind of life on Earth before Bishop was lost in time. He had been a mutant policeman there, a member of the XSE, whose job was hunting outlaw mutants.


They didn’t know if the world of Bishop’s time was an inevitability, but ever since his arrival in their own time, the X-Men had fought to make certain it never came about. Scott himself had often been accused of being far too serious, but he hadn’t heard that criticism very often since Bishop’s arrival. He hoped that they both were learning to relax when the opportunity came.


“Uh-uh, Hank,” Wolverine said, his voice a low rumble as always. “It’s time for the ol’ Canucklehead to serve. Me an’ the Cajun got a score to settle.”


“Ah, indeed,” Hank said with a smile, “how could we forget the little matter of the exploding ball from our last game? By all means, Wolverine. Your serve.”


“Hey, no fair,” Bobby called. “You guys have been pretty strict with our team on the boundary lines. I don’t think you should serve out of order now.”


“What’s the matter, Bobby?” Storm asked. “It’s only a game.”


“Maybe to you it is, petite,” Gambit finally piped up, his Cajun patois marking every word with his New Orleans heritage, “but to us boys, winning ain’t everyt’ing, it de only t’ing.”


“You’re such a sexist, Remy LeBeau,” Rogue snapped. “I don’t know why I put up with you.”


“Must be love, chere,” Gambit said with a lustful grin, rubbing the ever-present bristle on his chin. “Got to be love.”


“Heads up, Cajun!” Wolverine growled, then smashed the ball across the net.


Scott watched the volley, dimly aware of Jean and the Professor behind him. He could hear nothing, but he assumed they were communicating telepathically. Charles Xavier was the most powerful psi the world had ever known, his telepathy unmatched anywhere. And he had spent years training Jean so that she was, if not gifted with as much raw power, then certainly nearly as adept at using those same powers.


The game continued, Gambit’s natural agility helping his side immeasurably, though the entire team was in peak condition. Scott found Gambit fascinating, and strangely, had never been able to completely trust the Cajun. Like Rogue, he had done questionable things, his past shrouded in mystery and intrigue. When Rogue had reformed, there was no question in his mind about her sincerity. With Gambit however, a member of the New Orleans Thieves’ Guild for most of his life, it was another story. Though Gambit was an integral part of the team, and Scott was as certain as he could be of the man’s loyalty, there always seemed to be a hidden, personal agenda behind Remy LeBeau’s actions.


Nothing of the sort could be said about Wolverine. What you saw with Logan was what you got. His heart was as bare as the gleaming adamantium claws that burst from his knuckles whenever he needed them. None of them knew his age, his full name, or more than the most significant details of his past before he joined the X-Men. But there was no deception involved, for Wolverine himself knew little more than they. He’d been a covert operative before he was experimented upon, by whom he did not know. He’d been nearly savage then as well, but had thankfully grown less so over the years.


Unless, of course, he was pushed over the edge, into the berserker fury they had all witnessed, and found so disturbing that it was rarely discussed even when Wolverine was not around. He was fiercely independent, prone to acts and words of defiance simply to prove it, but just as passionately loyal when he was needed. As traumatic as many of his life’s defining moments had been, there was not a soul among them who put more energy into having a good time—in his own way—when the opportunity arose.


“All right, Cajun, get ready,” Wolverine said as Bishop made a high, arcing hit, the ball sailing lazily, well above the net. “Here it comes.”


Though short in stature, Wolverine was a powerful figure. He leaped high to spike the ball down on the other side of the net, most likely directly at Gambit’s face. Gambit was also aloft, hoping to deflect Wolverine’s shot. Logan’s arm shot forward, palm out flat, the ball inches from his hand …


Snikt!


Wolverine’s claws popped out, puncturing the ball with a whoosh of air. He dropped to the ground in a fighting stance, ignoring the cries around him.


“What the hell do you call that, Logan?” Bobby yelled.


“Now, that can’t be in the rules,” Bishop said reasonably.


“Wolverine, what are you doing?” Storm asked. “You know that’s the only ball we got, sugar,” Rogue laughed.


“Quiet,” Wolverine snapped. “All of you. Listen.”


Scott was at attention immediately, as were they all. They knew that tone in Wolverine’s voice. Danger. Scott strained to listen, knowing how much more acute Wolverine’s feral senses were than his own. And then he did hear something. A low whine, or whistle, almost like a bomb falling …


“Incoming,” Wolverine said simply.


The whistle grew into a terrible, deafening screech, and all ten X-Men went on alert. Archangel, Rogue, and Storm took to the air while Bobby instantaneously transformed himself into the Iceman. Gambit uprooted one of the volleyball net posts and tore it free, prepared to use it in place of the bo-stick he usually carried.


Wait, X-Men! Professor Xavier’s telepathic voice burst into Scott’s head, and he knew the rest of the team heard it as well. We are not under attack. Look …


“Up there!” Jean shouted, for clearly she had sensed it too. “It’s a ship!”


Scott looked up, along the angle of Jean’s pointing finger, and saw it for himself. A silver dot, trailing smoke and growing larger, seemingly headed directly for the Xavier Institute. In that moment, Scott Summers was no more. He was Cyclops now, and in command.


“Storm!” he shouted over the wail of the plummeting vessel’s engines, screeching as the pilot tried desperately to pull out of the dive. “Use the wind to try to slow their descent, and try to aim them for the lake! Bobby, get ready to ice down any flames on the ship.”


He turned to Jean, far across the lawn from him now where she stood on the pier. Her fiery red hair shone in the sun, and she shielded her eyes as she watched the ship’s deadly descent. God, how he loved her. Though he knew she was just as capable as he, often more so, he could not help feeling a twinge of concern for her safety.


Jean, he thought, knowing that the psychic bond that she had created between them would carry his words to her. Is there anything you can do to slow the ship’s descent?


Not significantly, and not without risk. Certainly we could do no more for them than Ororo with her control of the weather. But Scott, you should know that I sense two beings on board that craft. Both are badly hurt, and I recognize their psychic auras. I know who they are, Scott! The ship, it must be …


“The Starjammer!” Scott exclaimed as the craft finally dropped close enough for a clear view. Its back end was in flames, and Storm was attempting to guide it to the lake. It was going to be a close call, but it seemed as though the Starjammer would crash in the water after all.


“Jean! Professor!” Hank shouted from behind Scott. “Get off the pier! It’s going to be very close!”


The rest of the team gathered round, ready to extract the ship’s passengers and get them to safety in case they could not stop it from sinking, or the flames were out of control. An explosion was not out of the question.


Jean had said there were two passengers, which confused Scott, and worried him. The Starjammers were a band of interstellar pirates turned freedom fighters who stayed mainly within the confines of the alien Shi’ar Empire. Their presence on Earth always meant trouble, and usually some kind of off-planet travel for the X-Men.


But there were four members of the Starjammers, not two. The X-Men had fought at their side many times, and gotten to know them all quite well. Their ranks included Raza, a cybernetic swordsman; Ch’od, a huge amphibian alien; Hepzibah, a female of the feline Mephisitoid race; and Corsair, the Earth-born human who was their leader.


But Corsair was more than just another Terran, and more than the leader of the Starjammers. His real name was Christopher Summers. Cyclops was his son.


The Starjammer slammed hard into the lake, sending a huge wave of water up over its banks. There was no way Cyclops could know if his father was on board. And if he was, what kind of condition he might be in. With the staccato rap of sleet on pavement, liquid ice sprayed from Bobby Drake’s frozen hands, solidifying in place to form a smooth ramp to the Starjammer’s hull. With another burst from his hands, Iceman froze the ship’s burning parts instantly.


As Cyclops pushed through his comrades and rushed across the ice bridge to the ship, he prayed for his father’s safety. They’d had so little time together, and Cyclops could not bear to think that it might be all they would ever have.


“Get back!” he barked, then let loose with a finely honed optic blast, cutting through the hull like a laser with only the power in his eyes. Despite the bright, clear blue of the sky, the peace of the day, a terrible dread came over him as he looked into the darkened inner hull of the Starjammer. The smell of burning rubber and fuel was heavy in the air, blocking out the scent of the forest around them, and the wild lilacs that grew not far from the lake. An errant thought skipped through his mind: Jean loved lilacs. He tried to hold the thought, to focus on it, but could not.


Cyclops wanted to rush in, to search immediately for his father, but he held back. For years he had honed his skills and instincts as a warrior and a leader. It would benefit no one were he to abandon those hard-won instincts now. The X-Men were a team for a reason, and unlike many of the others, Cyclops never forgot that. Not even in times of personal crisis.


“Bishop, take point,” he called, knowing that Bishop’s ability to absorb energy made him the perfect human shield. “Wolverine, with me. Scout for scents. Gambit, take the rear and check all compartments.”


Then, as an afterthought, he added, “Rogue, you and Warren fly recon, make sure whatever did this to them isn’t coming after them.”


Bishop passed Cyclops on the bridge, barely acknowledging the team leader as he passed. Though in his time with the X-Men he had learned to relax somewhat, when danger presented itself, or a crisis arose, Bishop was all business. Fear, action, adrenaline were his world. Cyclops knew simply from observing Bishop during their missions together that the man only felt completely in control when all else was in chaos.


Wolverine appeared at his side, adamantium claws flashing silver in the sunlight. His eyes darted around in predatory fashion. Nearly a foot shorter than Cyclops, Wolverine weighed almost as much. He was broad and stout, and lightning quick. His brown hair was shaggy, swept back into two peaks like a wolf’s ears.


“Stay frosty, Cyke,” Wolverine snarled, an uncommon concern in his voice; uncommon at least when dealing with Cyclops. Scott and Logan had never been the best of friends.


“I can’t say yet just who’s inside,” Wolverine added, “but not all of ’em are still breathin’.”


Cyclops sniffed the air, trying to catch the scent of death that Wolverine had so obviously detected. He could not, and was glad. He set aside his fears for his father and the two mutants stepped aboard. A moment later, he heard soft steps behind them, and Gambit’s low voice rasped, “Right behind you, mon ami.” Cyclops did not turn around.


Seen through his visor, everything inside the cabin had a dark, bloody red color to it. It was something about his daily life, his existence, the spectre of his mutant powers, that nobody ever considered. Certainly it was nowhere near the social handicap that Rogue’s powers caused for her. It was also not as obvious, more easily dismissed, and painful for that.


Cyclops could not remember the last time he had seen any color other than red. His ruby quartz visor focused and controlled his optic blasts, and even in civilian garb, he had to wear glasses made of the same material. He was not the complaining type, so nobody had ever thought to ask what it was like, seeing only in shades of red.


He hated it. But he endured it. There was so much else to be thankful for.


“Cyclops, over here!” Bishop shouted from directly ahead. If Cyclops remembered the ship’s layout correctly, it would be the main cargo hold. Gambit made a more complete search behind them, but Cyclops was certain that, if there were any danger in the staterooms and engine area, Wolverine would have smelled it before now.


They entered the cargo hold and found Bishop kneeling beside a pair of dead men, laid one on top of the other. They wore tight, alien military body armor. Their eyes were surrounded by tattoo-like markings, beautiful and flowing, that would have been strange to most Terrans, but were familiar to the X-Men. Where humans had hair, these aliens had a high ridge of long, thin, radiant feathers.


“Shi’ar,” Wolverine said, and Cyclops only nodded.


“High charge plasma burns,” Bishop said succinctly, indicating that the pair had been dead long before the ship had crashed to Earth.


“Keep moving,” Cyclops ordered, and they went up through the companionway that led to the forward section of the ship, the main cabin and the cockpit.


At the top they were met by a sealed hatchway. Bishop reached out to open it. He grunted in surprise as a burst of electricity shot through him with an audible crackling noise. He was blown back against the wall, but did not fall down.


“Bishop?” Cyclops asked in surprise. With Bishop’s power to absorb energy, it had to have taken quite a jolt to create such an intense reaction.


“I’m all right,” he answered, shaking his head and raising his eyebrows in appreciation of the shock he’d gotten. “Intruder security, so the ship wouldn’t be looted in case of a crash just like this.”


“Better you than me,” Wolverine said, without a trace of a smile.


“Very true,” Bishop answered. “Now I can use the same burst of energy, multiplied many times over, to short the whole system.”


The broad-shouldered man slid past Cyclops again, planted his feet and slammed his hands down on the hatchway. What emerged from those hands was not exactly electricity, but something else, something completely different that had been metabolized by Bishop’s body and returned in a highly destructive form.


The hatch blew in, tearing right out of its frame, and clattered to the metal floor of the cabin ahead.


Bishop stood aside for Cyclops, who had begun to walk forward when Wolverine said, “Get back!” and dove ahead of them.


In a flurry of white fur, arms lashing, claws slashing, a small alien beast fell upon Wolverine in a rage. Cyclops was stunned, watching Wolverine try to beat the thing away, and so for a moment did not recognize it. Then, as Wolverine reached a hand behind his head and tore the thing from his shoulders, cocking back his right hand to tear it open with his claws, Cyclops finally did realize what, or who, the little beast was.


“Logan, no! It’s Cr+eeee!” he shouted.


Though he could not hold back the momentum of his slashing fist, Wolverine’s reflexes and instincts were far faster than those of mere humans. As his blow fell toward Cr+eeee’s head, his adamantium claws retracted, snapping into place as the skin healed instantly over the holes they left behind.


Cyclops breathed a sigh of relief as Wolverine held Cr+eeee at arm’s length, the little beast still chattering away but no longer attempting to harm them. It must finally have recognized them as well, Cyclops reasoned. Cr+eeee was from the distant planet Lupus, and had been with the Starjammers since long before their first contact with the X-Men. The creature was a constant companion to Ch’od, who claimed to understand its chittering language, and that it was as intelligent as any other sentient being they had encountered.


“Cr+eeee, what happened to the Starjammers?” Cyclops asked.


The little alien reached a furry paw up to scratch at his long, pale proboscis.


“You t’ink maybe he pilot de ship, mon ami?” Gambit purred, his sarcasm unwelcome and ill-timed.


“He understands,” Cyclops said coldly.


“Maybe so,” Wolverine added, “but will you understand him if he answers?”


Cr+eeee cocked his head to one side, listening to this exchange, then dropped to the ground from Wolverine’s shoulder and raced to the cockpit door. Bishop was already there, prepared to endure whatever defense mechanisms the space pirates had built into the passage. When he reached out a hand, Cr+eeee started to screech wildly, and Bishop paused a moment.


“I don’t think he wants us to go in there,” Bishop said, studying the alien with new appreciation.


“I don’ t’ink it matter what he want,” Gambit said, striding forward.


“Gambit, wait …” Cyclops began, but Wolverine stood in front of both of them, his claws popping out with a clang.


“Door’s mine,” Wolverine said, just as Cr+eeee leaped from the floor, sank his claws into Wolverine’s flesh and clothing, then bounded onto a nearby control panel. His claws began to tap out a numbered sequence on the keypad even as Wolverine’s adamantium claws raked a gaping hole open in the cockpit door.


A shock ran through the metal claws and up his arms. Every muscle in his body tensed with its power. Wolverine bared his teeth and a low growl emitted from deep in his throat as he shook with the energy of the door’s protective field.


Cr+eeee finished entering the code, and Wolverine seemed to deflate slightly, a hiss of air coming from his mouth. He kicked through the torn apart cockpit door, then turned to look at his teammates, motioning toward Cr+eeee as a bemused grin lifted one side of his mouth.


“Furball’s not as dumb as he looks,” Wolverine said with a chuckle, then entered the cockpit.


“Damn!” he swore softly. “Looks like we got a situation here.”


Cyclops steeled himself against what he would find, then went in, Bishop and Gambit following quickly behind. The grotesque tableau that awaited them filled his heart with a nauseating mixture of dread and relief.


Ch’od lay slumped across the ship’s instrument panel. The steering column had broken off, and its shaft impaled the Timorian’s scaly, reptilian hide. A pool of green, brackish liquid had formed under his seat, and a darker, sticky looking green lay at the center of several charred wounds on his back.


Raza, the Shi’ar cyborg, looked even worse. He lay on his back on the cold metal floor, one hand covering a gaping wound in his belly. There was a laser-clean slice in the cyborg side of his face, and his biomechanical left arm was nowhere to be seen. Only a sparking, smoking stump remained, emitting a noxious chemical smell and the sickening sound of gears that ground on despite his unconsciousness.


Cyclops was deeply concerned for them, but the dread and relief he felt came from the same bit of information. His father, Corsair, was not among them. For the moment, at least, he forced himself to take that as good news.


“If dis green stuff is blood,” Gambit said in wonder as he crouched next to Ch’od, “den de big guy seem to ’ave lost an awful lot of it.”


His words spurred Cyclops into action. Wolverine and Bishop were attempting to lift Raza in order to carry him back through the hold.


“No time for that,” he said sharply, then focused his fear and uncertainty into an optic blast that took out the entire glass observation shield at the front of the cockpit. It exploded into shards and he shouted for Iceman to get a ramp up to them immediately. Only then did he notice that the ship had sunk so far into the lake that the cockpit was mere inches from the surface of the water.


Cyclops reached for Ch’od, and Gambit began to pull on the nearly quarter-ton reptilian alien.


“No, Gambit, wait,” he said. “We pull him off of there now, and whatever blood he’s got left is likely to pump out at our feet.”


“We goin’ to leave ’im ’ere, den, Cyclops?” Gambit snapped.


“Relax, Remy. We just have to take it another way.”


Cyclops focused his optic blast into a tight beam, the thinnest of lasers, and burned through the shaft of the steering column where it met the ship’s controls. Ch’od slumped back in his seat, no longer hung on the stake that had impaled him. Then Iceman was at the blasted hole in the front of the cockpit, slippery ramp ready to get the wounded Starjammers to land. Wolverine and Bishop took Raza out, and Iceman came inside to help with Ch’od.


As they lifted him, muscles straining, Ch’od’s eyes opened. Cr+eeee, who had been watching the proceedings in silent fear, begin to chitter with pleasure that his friend was not dead. Ch’od’s gaze seemed to waver, unfocused, and then suddenly found the face of Cyclops.


“Scott …” he croaked softly. Cyclops tried to shush him, but Ch’od forced himself to go on. “… must get … Corsair before … his execution.”


Then his immense, amphibian head fell back and Ch’od slipped into unconsciousness once more.




TWO


INSIDE the government installation that was home to Operation: Wideawake, silence reigned. Magneto stood in the control center, built into the silo wall, and looked down at the fleet of Sentinels that would soon be at his disposal. He could not help but recognize the irony in his plan, to turn humanity’s terrible, ultimate weapon against mutants back upon themselves. Rather than being amused by this irony, however, Magneto was profoundly unsettled. The Sentinels were one of many signs that, just as he had always said, humans and mutants could not live in peace.


Yet in the war of philosophies that he had waged with Charles Xavier for so many years, Magneto had never wanted to be proven right.


The Acolyte called Milan, whose mind communicated directly with technology, sat in silence at the command station—the main computer terminal linked to the installation and the Sentinels. His chin lay slumped down onto his chest, the goggles that covered his eyes hardwired into the terminal through a jack at his left temple. His mind was in cyberspace, the ultimate in virtual reality, and Magneto wondered, idly, what would happen if Milan were simply unplugged.


Which would, of course, never happen. Magneto would not allow it.


“It’s chilling, don’t you think?” a voice echoed inside the control center, and it took Magneto a moment to realize it was an audio link, piped into the room from the silo below. Senyaka and Unuscione were there, on guard, in anticipation of more soldiers arriving; and they would arrive, eventually. Senyaka had asked the question.


“What is?” Unuscione answered, her tone betraying the arrogance that was her deepest flaw.


“Being here, among them,” Senyaka answered, clearly not as sure of himself now. Magneto watched the cowled man turn from Unuscione, and walk deeper into the silo, looking up at the Sentinels towering over him like an ancient forest.


“We’ve come to take these weapons for ourselves,” Senyaka said. “But they have proven deadly in the past, to mutants. Knowing that the sole purpose of their creation was the destruction of our kind … Unuscione, as strange as it sounds, though not a spark of life or intelligence exists in them at the moment, I feel as though they are watching me. Biding their time. It is chilling.”


Unuscione uttered a low, dismissive chuckle. Had it been anyone else, Magneto knew the woman would have spoken her thoughts aloud, said the word that was no doubt in her mind, the word coward. But Senyaka was as dangerous, as uncontrollable in his way as she was. If they were to battle, Magneto would have to step in. He could not afford to lose them both.


The Lord of the Acolytes looked up at the motionless faces of the Sentinels, the smooth metal surfaces, the slitted sockets inside which sensor eyes lay dormant. Dormant, yes perhaps, but Magneto discovered that Senyaka was right. It felt as if the murderous robots were watching him. The effect was quite chilling indeed. The silo was a ghost town, a place of death. The effect was even eerier with Milan slumped, corpse-like, in his chair.


The feeling, Magneto finally decided, was neither completely unpleasant, nor inappropriate.


Voght appeared suddenly in the open doorway behind him, and Magneto motioned her forward, glad of her company.


“All the humans have been corralled, Magneto,” she reported. “Javitz and the Kleinstocks are watching over them, and Cargil has gone topside to keep watch.”


“Thank you, Amelia,” he answered. “You may be at your leisure until reinforcements arrive. Everything seems under control.”


Voght nodded, then walked quietly to the long window overlooking the silo. All was quiet below once more, Senyaka’s attempts at communication rebuffed by Unuscione’s harshness. Years before, Unuscione’s father, known as Unus the Untouchable, had been one of Magneto’s followers as well. The man’s mutant powers had eventually killed him, leaving the young woman terribly bitter. One day, Magneto hoped she would end her grief. For her sake, and that of the other Acolytes.


“Maybe it’s not my place,” Voght said, turning Magneto abruptly from his thoughts, “but I would imagine the programming for the Sentinels, for the entire base, would be buried in complex encryptions and decoy files. And once we’re there, you’ll have to reprogram the mecha-Godzilla rejects out there yourself. Even with Milan’s abilities, we could be here days.”


Magneto raised an eyebrow, a bemused smile lifting one side of his face. “Your point?” he asked.


“I don’t know about you, but I don’t guess there’s much by way of pizza delivery way out here,” Voght said with a shrug. “I guess I just wonder what we’re all going to eat.”


“My dear Amelia, you must have faith,” Magneto said. “I’m sure there is enough to eat in whatever sanitized galley the American government calls a kitchen to feed us for today. That will be long enough.”


He could see that Voght still did not understand, and though he was loath to explain himself to his Acolytes, he found himself making increasingly frequent exceptions for Amelia. She had become, strangely, his confidant.


“You have been involved with the politics of mutantkind longer than most of the other Acolytes, even those older than yourself,” Magneto began. “Surely, you remember a group of wealthy, power hungry mutants called the Hellfire Club?”


“Of course,” Voght said. “But what has that got to …?”


“The Hellfire Club was ruled by an inner circle,” Magneto interrupted. “Their ranks were fashioned after pieces on a chess board, and there came a time when they were lacking a White King.”


Voght’s eyes widened with surprise. “You?” she asked. “I’d no idea.”


“It was a short-lived relationship but, as you will soon realize, a fruitful one. Though the Black King, a mutant named Sebastian Shaw, always struck me as a braggart and a fool, he spent most of his time making allies. He was a politician, not a leader; there is a vast difference. He wanted me on his side, and so took me into his confidence. That Shaw was a mutant was not publicly known. In fact, his military industrial empire was inextricably tied to the federal government. Profoundly.”


“Operation: Wideawake,” Voght realized aloud, and Magneto nodded.


“The single time Shaw took me into his confidence,” he said. “He had buried a secondary program into the Sentinels, which could be accessed and activated with the use of a single password: empire. Once Milan has befriended the main computer and has found the backdoor into the Sentinel command program, that code word will give me total control of the Alpha Sentinel, and through it, the entire fleet.”


Magneto walked to where Milan still slumped at a rapidly changing computer screen, laid a hand on the unconscious mutant’s shoulder and knelt to watch the binary numbers flashing by. When he looked back at Voght, his smile was triumphant.


“If your stomach is growling, Amelia, feel free to scout us up some breakfast. But trust me, we won’t need to worry about dinner.”


Voght returned his smile, and Magneto felt just a single moment of the calm he hoped all mutants would be allowed once they were provided with a haven from humanity’s yoke.


* * *


SOLES slapping the marble floor, muscles tense, Valerie Cooper tried not to let her anxiety show as she hurried toward the Secretary’s office. Even in times of crisis, when her expertise or her team was needed, it was rare for the ‘boss’ to request a face to face. Either her team, the government sanctioned mutant strike force called X-Factor, to which she was attached as federal liaison, had completely blown their diplomatic mission in Genosha, or something worse had happened.


Though at the moment, she couldn’t think of anything worse than that. Particularly since she’d only just arrived in her office when the call from the Secretary’s aide came. She hadn’t even been able to gulp down a cup of the godawful mud that was passed off as coffee to government employees. She was, suffice to say, somewhat on edge.


Opening the heavy oak door, she crossed the carpet of the impeccably decorated outer office and was waved in by the Secretary’s secretary, the mere thought of which confounded her. Valerie Cooper had never been a morning person.


“Ah, Ms. Cooper,” the Secretary said in his perfunctory manner, motioning for her to close the door behind her. “I believe you two know each other?”


Two? Val was so relieved by the lack of hostility in the Secretary’s voice, which of course meant X-Factor hadn’t screwed up after all, that she’d barely acknowledged the presence of the third person in the room. Now, however, as the stiff-looking, auburn-haired man turned toward her, his face was marred by an incredulity and disgust that she knew was but a mirror of her own.


“Gyrich!” she said in revulsion.


“What the hell is she doing here?” the man, Henry Peter Gyrich, snapped in anger.


“You forget yourself, Mr. Gyrich,” the Secretary said, and Val wanted to warn the older man to be careful. Gyrich might answer to him for the moment, but he had many powerful, invisible friends in the intelligence community. Through all her dealings with him, Val had yet to find a single commendable thing to say about Gyrich, except perhaps that he was a snappy dresser. The man was a master manipulator who used every assignment, public or clandestine, to further his personal agenda.


“My apologies, Mr. Secretary,” Gyrich soothed. “I just didn’t expect to see Ms. Cooper here. This is omega-level clearance subject matter after all.”


“Valerie has omega-level clearance, Henry,” the Secretary said, admonition in his tone. “Please do sit down, Valerie, we have much to discuss.”


“Thank you, sir,” she said. When she took her seat to Gyrich’s left, he glared at her silently before turning his attention back to the Secretary. His frustration gave her great pleasure.


“Earlier this morning,” the Secretary began, “we failed to receive a report from one of our sensitive facilities. Communication has yet to be established. We must assume a security breach, and I look to both of you to counsel me regarding immediate action on this crisis. The facility in question is the Colorado base of Operation: Wideawake.”


“No!” Gyrich gasped in astonishment.


“It’s never over, is it?” Valerie said softly, shaking her head.


“What’s that?” the Secretary asked.


“We’re going to destroy each other, aren’t we, sir? Mutants and humans, I mean. It just doesn’t end,” Val sighed.


“It’s your job, Cooper, to see that it does end. And soon. Now, my first inclination, of course, would be to send in X-Factor …”


“Oh, perfect!” Gyrich exploded. “The mutie freaks have found a way to take off-line our number one defense against their plans to dominate humanity, and you want to send them reinforcements! That’s beautiful!”


“That will be enough, Gyrich!” the Secretary shouted, his booming voice rattling picture frames on the office walls. “Another outburst like that and you will be relieved of your responsibilities pertaining to Wideawake. Are we clear?”


Gyrich’s eyes hardened. Val wanted to tell the Secretary he’d just made a dangerous enemy, but she didn’t dare.


“Yes, sir,” Gyrich said slowly. “But I would recommend that you not allow my vehemence to disguise the truth of the words.”


“Mr. Secretary,” Val said, ignoring Gyrich, “Mr. Gyrich has never been very good at covering up his bigotry, or the personal agenda he has had for becoming involved with Wideawake. His comments about X-Factor, government operatives themselves, make it clear that he is not rational on the subject of mutants.”


“Enough of this, both of you,” the Secretary snapped, losing his patience. “If I didn’t know Henry was less than clear-headed on this subject, I wouldn’t have called you in as consultant on this, Val. I am the Director of Wideawake, after all. Now, can we just get down to business, please?


“Henry, if you’d been a little patient, I’d have informed you that X-Factor is on a diplomatic mission in Genosha, and so are unavailable for at least the next four days to help with the Colorado situation. Therefore, I have already made the decision to send troops in to recapture the facility, if it has, indeed, been breached. And we have no reason to think it has not. The question is, do either of you have any idea … any reasonable idea, who might have been capable of and interested in finding and capturing this facility?”


Val could see Gyrich struggling with the question. She knew he probably had dozens of suggestions, hundreds even, but few of them with any valid reasoning. Unfortunately, she had the same problem. There were too many possibilities, though fewer than Gyrich imagined.


“Sir,” she said finally, as Gyrich studied her intently, “might I suggest you contact Professor Charles Xavier for his input as well. His expertise might have …”


“Come on, Cooper,” Gyrich hissed. “That mutie lover would be number one on my list. He’s been in deep with the freaks since day one.”


“You know, Gyrich,” Val said wistfully, “I can honestly say I’ve never met anyone as paranoid as you.”


“That will be all,” the Secretary said quietly. He stood and walked around his desk, then folded his arms across his chest.


“Henry, the troops are already mobilized. Once they have arrived, they will be under your command. Valerie will be your consultant, and you will consult with her. That’s an order. She will make regular reports to me, and will include any objections she has to your course of action.


“In the meantime, Val,” he said thoughtfully. “I seem to recall Professor Xavier was instrumental in helping to set up X-Factor. It couldn’t hurt to at least get his opinion, especially once we find out exactly what kind of fox has snuck into the henhouse.”


Together, Val and Gyrich rose and walked from the Secretary’s office. Gyrich even held the door for her on the way out. Once in the hall, however, he spun on her, his face etched with fury.


“Stay out of my face, Cooper,” he growled. “And maybe, just maybe, you’ll still have a job in D.C. when this is all over.”


Val Cooper smiled sweetly.


“You don’t seem to get it, Henry,” she said pleasantly. “The Secretary has just given me license to put my claws into you deep. And I plan to.”


The smile left her face then, and was replaced by a hatred even more pure in its way than Gyrich’s.


“You’ll excuse me, now,” she said with a withering look. “I have an important call to make.”


* * *


MOVING through the partially collapsed shell of an old tenement building, Gambit at his side, Hank McCoy did his best to keep his mind on the situation at hand. He felt a certain distress as he realized that, despite his years of training and combat as the Beast, he still was not completely able to shut out other concerns.


Perhaps, though, he was exaggerating the problem. Despite the smell of fire-blackened beams, the shattered glass and torn carpet that decorated the floor and the flickering of fluorescent lights that reminded him of the New York City morgue, everything around them was false. It was a cybernetic and holographic construct, created by computer intelligence using advanced Shi’ar technology that had been a gift to Professor Xavier from his lover, the Shi’ar empress Lilandra Neramani.


Nothing they were seeing was, technically speaking, ‘real.’ But that did not mean that he and Gambit were not in danger. Otherwise, they could not have called the place the Danger Room. Still, as merciless as the computer could be, depending on the level of difficulty the program was set to, it could never be truly devious. That took humanity. So from time to time, instead of the X-Men facing the Danger Room, they used it to stage their own war games, facing one another.


The Beast was paired with Gambit because they were unused to working together. The opposing ‘team’ was chosen for the same reason. And the game? A simple one, really, one every child knew: Capture the Flag. They had already found the flag, but that was only half the contest. The other half was getting it out of the tenement. The opposing team would, of course, try to stop them.


The startlingly red kerchief was impossible to miss against the deep blue of the Beast’s fur, where he had tied it around his wrist. That was one of the rules, too. It had to be prominently displayed, rather like painting a bulls-eye on your forehead. Hank motioned for Gambit to take the point, then fell in behind him as they stepped around a large hole that looked as though it had been left behind when a stairwell had collapsed. There was no exit that way.


At the end of the hall, past several darkened doorways that might well have sheltered Cyclops or Rogue, there was a large window with jagged glass like fangs jutting from its frame. That would be their exit, Hank decided. Even if he had to climb down the outside of the structure with Gambit under one arm.


“Cover the doors,” he whispered. “I’m going for the window.”


Gambit nodded. With the deftness of a magician, the Cajun fanned half a deck of playing cards out in his left hand. Hank hadn’t even seen him reach inside his coat for them. Then five others appeared in his right hand, a royal flush, Hank saw, and wondered if it could be a coincidence. Gambit’s powers allowed him to give any object an energy charge that would cause it to explode on contact. In his hands, then, even playing cards could be deadly.


Cards held before him like the lethal weapons they could become, Gambit began to run down the hall with a whispery footfall that the Beast envied. Hank was right behind him, not even attempting stealth as he rushed for the shattered window. He expected an attack from one of the doors, or from above, but the faster he moved the better.


Incredibly, Gambit reached the end of the hall unmolested, then turned to guard Hank’s back. The Beast slammed his palms against the floor and thrust himself, feet first, out the window.


“This is way too …” he began, but then all the breath was knocked from his lungs as Rogue flew at him, fists slamming into his belly. She’d been waiting for him outside, an option he hadn’t even considered! Maybe his mind was elsewhere after all.


Rogue drove him halfway back along the hall then slammed him into the floor.


“You weren’t goin’ to say, easy, were you, sugar?” she said with a laugh as she yanked the kerchief from Hank’s wrist. “Don’t go gettin’ cocky on us, ya hear.”


Though Rogue and the Beast were fairly evenly matched in the strength department, they each had their advantages over the other. Hank was far more agile, and faster. Rogue, on the other hand, could fly. Neither would be much help in such close quarters. But before Hank could even regain his footing to go after Rogue, an explosive royal flush knocked her off her feet.


They rose at the same time, and Rogue dove at Gambit with a disgusted scowl on her face. The Cajun dodged her attack and slammed his right elbow into the back of her head. Before she could move he was sitting on top of her stomach like a schoolyard bully. He held a playing card, charged and glowing, half an inch from her left eye.


“Maybe you de stronger one, chere,” he taunted, “but Gambit is far more dangerous.”


Rogue still held the kerchief, and Beast was about to take it from her when he heard the crunch of glass in the hallway ahead of them, and realized he’d made a terrible mistake.


“You boys are getting sloppy in your old age,” Cyclops said, though there was no humor in his tone.


With a crackle of energy and the barest scent of sulfur, he blasted Gambit with a low intensity optic blast. Gambit cursed and slammed backwards into the Beast, throwing them both half a dozen feet and leaving the Cajun barely conscious.


“I ’preciate the save, Scott, but I coulda taken these two guys anytime I wanted,” Rogue said, and Hank wasn’t sure she was wrong. She was nearly indestructible, after all, an advantage he hadn’t considered a moment ago.


“You might have gone a bit overboard there, Slim,” Hank said, using Scott’s nickname from their earliest days under Professor Xavier’s tutelage. “Remy’s pretty shaken.”


“I’m fine, McCoy,” Gambit said angrily, getting shakily to his feet. “I don’ need you watchin’ out for me. Gambit’s a big boy, eh?”


Cyclops approached silently, then stopped next to where Rogue stood holding the kerchief. Her satisfied grin was the total opposite of his angry countenance.


“Game’s over, folks,” Cyclops said. “Gambit, you know by now that we don’t put our fellow X-Men’s lives in jeopardy, even in the Danger Room. We give no quarter in hand-to-hand combat, because we can’t afford to, but you could have blinded Rogue just now, or worse.”


In the relatively brief time Gambit had been a member of the X-Men, the Beast had become accustomed to his usual modus operandi. Whenever there was an uncomfortable moment, a question of his judgment or an incipient challenge from another member of the team, Gambit would play the innocent, using his incisive sarcasm to defuse the moment. This time, though, perhaps because of his nascent (if hesitant) relationship with Rogue and Cyclops’ suggestion that he might have hurt her, Hank could see that it wasn’t going to be brushed away so easily.


“I like you, Scott,” Remy began. “So I hope I only need to say this once, me. Just because you don’ have real control over your own power, don’ assume the same for me, vous comprendez? I don’ like it.”


“End program,” the Beast said aloud, and the tenement around them became sleek metal and plastic alloy. It began to deconstruct around them, lowering itself back into the floor and withdrawing into the walls. In moments, they were standing in a bare room that looked more than a little like a metal gymnasium.


Gambit strode to the door and slammed his palm against the lock release. As he left, Rogue turned to Cyclops.


“I understand your point, Scott,” she said calmly. “But you’re outta line. You know Remy wouldn’t do nothing to hurt me. And even if he did, I can take care of myself better than most of y’all. It’s only ’cause I know you’re worried ’bout your Daddy that I don’t get mad at ya myself. Maybe you should work out alone for a bit.”


Cyclops was quiet a moment, and Hank certainly wasn’t going to butt in. Finally, Scott said, “Thanks, Rogue. I appreciate the understanding and the suggestion. I still think Gambit was out of line, but I did overreact.”


“Don’t you worry none, sugar,”, she said. “I’m gonna have a little talk with Monsieur LeBeau.”


When she had gone, Hank turned to Scott and said, “I find myself decidedly cheered by the knowledge that my surname is not LeBeau.”


Finally, Cyclops smiled. “You and me both, pal,” he said and put a hand on Hank’s shoulder. “Dial me up a solo session from the control room, will you? Something challenging.”


“As you wish, my friend,” Hank said, and went out the door and up the narrow stairwell that led to the Danger Room’s command chamber. Once there, he programmed a scenario that he knew would keep Scott’s mind off his father, and sat to watch a moment as his old friend worked out his anxiety and aggression.


When the door hissed aside and Professor Xavier slid in on his hoverchair, Hank was glad to see him.


“Ah, Henry,” Xavier said, “I saw that the Danger Room was in operation and thought I would take a few moments to observe whoever was training. I didn’t expect to find you here.”


“Several of us were training, Charles,” Hank replied, “but Scott seems to require some solitary time.”


“I see,” Xavier said, nodding.


“How do Raza and Ch’od fare? Any developments?” “Thanks to the Shi’ar technology in the medi-lab, they’re recovering quickly, particularly Raza,” Xavier said. “But they haven’t come around yet. You might want to look in on them yourself this afternoon.”


Hank nodded, then looked back out at Scott in the Danger Room.


“It’s peculiar, Charles,” Hank said. “Maybe I am growing old, but I never thought I would experience nostalgia for our old Danger Room training sessions. We spent so much time there, but now it’s mostly for exercise and sparring.”


“In those days,” Xavier replied, “training was a necessity. Unfortunately, these days it has become a luxury. How often are any of you actually here to use the room? I’m beginning to get empty nest syndrome, I think.”


“Oh, please!” Hank laughed. “There is ever a new generation of mutants who need you, ready and willing to take our places.”


“To join the cause, Hank,” Professor Xavier said with a fatherly smile. “Never to take your place. Nobody could ever take the place of any of you.”


“Not to be morbid, Charles, but one day that may be a necessity,” Hank said gravely. “Human society hates and fears us more with each passing day. Anti-mutant legislation is part of the campaign agenda for innumerable politicians, and it ensures votes. Even the liberals would prefer to focus on the quandaries of racism and sexism. Mutant bias is too volatile an issue.”


“I know it’s hard to believe, Hank, but we can make a difference,” Xavier said. “It’s when times are darkest that we have to fight the hardest not to let the dream of peace between humans and mutants disappear.”


Hank was about to reply when Bishop’s face appeared on the telecomm screen that was a part of the rear wall of the Danger Room’s command center.


“A Valerie Cooper on the line, Professor,” Bishop said. “She says it is priority omega, and that you would understand.”


Hank watched in concern as Xavier’s face became clouded with anxiety.


“Indeed I do, Bishop,” the Professor said. “Put her through immediately.”


A moment later, the face of Valerie Cooper, the liaison between the federal mutant strike force called X-Factor and the government, appeared on screen. She was an attractive woman, in her way, the Beast had always thought. Or would have been if it weren’t for the harsh way the woman’s hair was pulled back from her face, and the hard edge of her demeanor. At the moment, her voice and manner were even more intense than usual.


“What is it, Valerie?” Xavier asked sharply.


“A crisis, Charles, and one that you will likely want to be involved with. I’ve told the Secretary I would contact you for your advice, so I’ll need something to tell him. In the meantime though, you’ll want to scramble your team for Colorado.”


“Slow down, Valerie,” Xavier said. “What’s in Colorado? What on Earth is going on?”


“I’m keying in the coordinates as we speak, Charles,” she said. “We don’t know who’s behind it yet, because we haven’t been able to get inside. Someone has taken over the federal installation in Colorado where Operation: Wideawake is headquartered.”


“Are you telling me that someone is stealing your Sentinels?” Xavier gasped in astonishment.


“That’s exactly what I’m telling you,” Valerie said. The Beast’s eyes widened and he said softly under his breath, “Oh my stars and garters.”




THREE


A web of lasers moved through the Danger Room, trying to pinpoint him, but Cyclops was completely focused, moving on sheer instinct. A trio of mini-missiles streaked around the room, trying to home in on him. He could easily have taken them out with an optic blast, but that would defeat the purpose of the program Hank had created for him.


A laser flashed from nowhere, newly added to the web, and he dodged to one side and rolled. He could hear the buzz of one of the missiles as it neared his back, but Cyclops wasn’t about to lose this one. A forward somersault brought him around to his feet and he vaulted into a dive that took him through the intersection of three slowly moving lasers. The hole was too small, and his shoulder was slightly scorched, but the little buzz bomb that flew after him was caught in the web and exploded.


Then there were two.


It didn’t matter that nothing in the Danger Room could really hurt him. Scott Summers had learned as a teenager that you always played for keeps. Which meant focus and discipline. As he moved through the program, he was able to push his concern for his father from his conscious mind, but that didn’t mean the anxiety wasn’t consuming his subconscious. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have overreacted after the Capture the Flag program.


This was different. This was his father. He’d already lost Corsair once, as a boy, only to discover years later that he was alive. Scott didn’t think he could handle it again.


A crackling hum filled the air. At the far end of the room, laser beams began to crisscross the floor, barely leaving a spot for even a child to put his foot down without getting burned. A wry chuckle escaped Scott’s lips as he glanced up toward the Danger Room’s command chamber. The Beast was really giving him a workout, just as he’d asked. Hank McCoy was an old friend, the best. He knew Scott as well as anyone except for Jean. He knew exactly what Scott needed at a time like this. Distraction.


The laser grid shot across the floor, and Cyclops raced toward the other side of the room, dodging mini-missile buzzers and lasers at the same time. He didn’t have far to run, though. In a moment, there would be no floor to stand on. He wasn’t as agile as Hank, nor even Gambit for that matter, but he was no slouch. Still, unlike Archangel, he didn’t have wings, and that’s what he would need to avoid having some very singed ankles in about three seconds.


Cyclops looked up, hoping to find some kind of hand hold on the wall, but the current program had not allowed him that luxury.


Then he saw it. Through his ruby quartz visor, the otherwise invisible infrared beam was a shimmering phantom that crossed the room from the momentarily safe side to the already impassable areas. It seemed, Cyclops realized, to be the spine upon which the laser grid hung and intersected.


An observation, a moment, an idea. Cyclops turned and stood his ground. The grid advanced, shooting like wildfire across the floor, and the pair of mini-missiles converged on the spot where he stood.


Scott? came Jean’s telepathic voice in his head, through the psychic rapport they shared.


A moment, Jean, he thought in response, and then the missiles were buzzing toward his chest. Cyclops ducked, and before the missiles could respond to follow him, he grabbed them both mid-flight, hoping they would not simply explode in his hands. The little buzzers were powerful, but he used their own momentum against them, rolling forward on the floor and releasing them straight at the small opening from which the infrared beam issued.


They could not turn away, and the small explosion of their impact was enough to deactivate the infrared, shutting down the floor grid and leaving only the laser web that flashed through the room.


What is it, Jean? he asked as he awaited the program’s next challenge, for surely the lasers wouldn’t be enough to occupy him.


I’m in the medi-lab. Raza and Ch’od are awake.


“End program!” Cyclops snapped, and the lasers disappeared. The Danger Room door slid open as he approached it, and he ran for the medi-lab.


* * *


STORM was waiting outside the door when he arrived.


“Ch’od is unconscious again, but Raza is still awake,” she said. “Rather energetic, actually. It’s amazing what the Shi’ar technology can do, particularly with alien physiology.”


Cyclops mumbled his agreement, and Storm stepped aside to let him pass.


“Scott,” she said, admonition in her tone, “the Beast has done a wonderful job of healing them, but they are both still rather weak, regardless of how Raza appears.”


“Thanks for the reminder, Ororo,” he said, and put a hand on her shoulder. “Now let’s find out what’s happened to my father and Hepzibah.”


Ch’od’s huge form lay sprawled on a platform that was constructed from a soft material which conformed to the massive shape of the patient. A strange, sibilant noise came from his mouth, and Scott assumed it was some kind of snore. Raza was a different story.


“Ky’thri be praised!” Raza said harshly. “Finally thou hast arrived. We must hie to the Starjammer at once. Corsair and Hepzibah are to be executed without delay. I wilt not have their blood on mine hands!”


“Raza, calm yourself,” Cyclops snapped. “We’re talking about my father here, remember? Archangel, Bishop, and Iceman are working to repair the Starjammer, but they’ll need your help on the finishing touches.”


“Why didst thou not simply say that?” Raza asked, snarling at Jean and Ororo. He swung his legs over the edge of the platform, his feathered ponytail swinging behind him, its rainbow colors a distraction. He tried to stand, then fell, off-balance, back toward the platform. Storm helped to lay him back down. Unfamiliar with Shi’ar biology as he was, Cyclops couldn’t help thinking Raza looked somewhat nauseous.


The cyborg’s nearly Shakespearean dialect was a distraction unto itself. Corsair had explained it to Scott once, grinning. Apparently, Raza grew up in a remote area of the Shi’ar Empire, where an archaic form of the Shi’ar language was in use. When the cyborg portion of Raza’s brain translated Shi’ar into English, it used an archaic form of English as well, believing it the most appropriate translation. At times, he had difficulty following the cyborg’s words.


“I must hie to the hangar, to see to the ship’s repair,” Raza insisted weakly.


“It is too early for you to be up. A few more hours of rest and you might be able to get to the hangar bay,” Jean said, and looked at Scott. Their eyes met. Even without their psychic rapport, he would have understood much from her glance. Her love, support and concern for him, confounded by her worry for the health of the Starjammers, and the lives of their two missing members.


“In the meantime, Raza,” Scott said, sitting on the edge of the platform. “Don’t you think you should give us the details. Who is going to execute Hepzibah and my father and why? How did this all come about?”


“Well doth thou all know that mine people, the Shi’ar, be a pious lot,” Raza began. “Yet with piety doth often come terrible arrogance and intolerance. Upon the Shi’ar Empire conquest of the Kree peoples, many Shi’ar considered it a mercy that yon Kree homeworld, called Hala, wast not simply destroyed.


“Despite the initial plans, or the presumably good intentions of Majestrix Lilandra, destroying Hala might have been a mercy in itself. For instead, Lilandra hath placed her sister, the dangerously insane woman called Deathbird, in power as Viceroy of Hala.”


Cyclops and the others were momentarily paralyzed with their astonishment.


“Thy faces reveal that this is news, indeed,” Raza said, nodding unhappily. “I will merely say that, in deference to mine respect for Lilandra, it must have seemed an excellent idea at the time. Most assuredly, however, it wast not. Rather than assuaging the fear and anger of the once-proud Kree, the naming of a tyrant such as Deathbird to the position of Viceroy hath done nothing but foment rebellion.


“Mayhap, it will be some time before yon rebellion becomes a revolution, but an extraordinary black market business doth thrive on Hala. Well dost thou all know that once the Starjammers were little more than pirates, smugglers at best, mercenaries at worst. There was a Kree/ Shi’ar halfbreed smuggler, a woman called Candide, with whom we often dealt in those early days.


“Several days ago, by Terran reckoning, we had word that she had been captured smuggling contraband onto Hala. Deathbird’s law be swift and unrelenting. Well we knew that such an accusation wouldst most certainly mean quick execution. The engines were barely functional, despite all the repairs Ch’od had made, and the nearest stargate wast in the next quadrant. It shouldst not have worked, but it did. Made we the trip to Hala in less than twelve hours. Corsair kissed Ch’od’s scaly face, calling him a miracle worker.


“Though the war had ended months previous, yon planet looked as though it wast under siege. An entire armada of Shi’ar vessels wast in orbit, meant to discourage any attempt to reclaim Hala.


“As we cruised at low altitude toward yon appointed landing area, we wast all deeply disturbed by the devastation the war hadst wrought. Worst for me, though. As I looked at yon toppled buildings and the scarred and starving Kree, smelled the sulfur stink of chemical fires that didst linger in the air even after so long, and then saw, on the horizon, the gleaming spires of the new Capitol Building that the Shi’ar hast built amidst the rubble of the capitol city of Kree-Lar … verily, I wast ashamed of myself. Ashamed that Deathbird and I doth share the same race.


“Upon our arrival at the Capitol Building, Corsair and Hepzibah wast granted an audience with Deathbird, whither they wast supposed to proclaim Candide’s innocence. On the nonce, Ch’od and I didst infiltrate the old dungeon that wast the foundation for the Capitol Building in an attempt to retrieve Candide.”


Raza fell silent, grimacing slightly with pain and the remembrance of the botched rescue effort. Cyclops wanted to be patient, but found it beyond him at that moment.


“What went wrong, Raza?” he pressed.


“What dost thou think, young Summers?” Raza said ruefully. “Fools all, were we. Complete and utter imbeciles. All the times that we had assisted in Deathbird’s various defeats, and we never stopped to wonder why she wouldst so easily grant Corsair and Hepzibah an audience! Mayhap we did not care? That’s the Starjammers’ way. Do it because it must needs be done and damn the consequences!


“Candide wast not in her cell. It wast what thy father would call a setup. We had no psi or locator to tell us differently, and so Ch’od and I walked into a trap, as didst Corsair and Hepzibah when they reached yon throne room. Ch’od and I escaped only because we were closer to the ship and our weapons hadst not been taken—we were not supposed to be in the building at all. Ch’od and I fought our way out. Or, rather, after I had lost my arm, he didst tear a path of escape through our enemies. If not for him, I wouldst be dead several times over.”


He paused and looked across the room at Ch’od’s snoring form.


“He shall recover?” Raza asked.


“He’ll be right as rain,” Jean answered, and Scott could feel her empathy in his mind and heart.


“Thank Ky’thri,” the Shi’ar cyborg said softly. “The ship wast badly damaged breaking through the armada in orbit. On the communications module we didst receive the broadcast of Deathbird’s announcement that Corsair and Hepzibah had been captured and wouldst be executed for crimes against the Imperium. With that imperative in mind, we had but one course of action. During the time of her exile, Lilandra wast one of us, a Starjammer. She didst give the ship the necessary codes to override all Shi’ar stargates, and a good thing it was, or we wouldst likely all be dead now.”


“You know how dangerous the use of the stargate is, Raza,” Storm interrupted. “With its every power burst, we risk the destabilization of our sun. As much loved and valued as Corsair and Hepzibah are, they are two lives held against billions.”


“Wouldst thou want me to believe that thou wouldst not do the same for thine own comrades, Storm,” Raza snapped. “I hath spent enough time with the X-Men to know differently.”


“Maybe I’m not being objective here, Ororo,” Jean said, “and you do have a point—the stargate is dangerous. But if we’re not willing to risk everything for two lives, how can we claim to care about the billions?”


Cyclops was torn. Corsair was his father, and yet the thought of putting so many lives in danger was painful for him. He would brave any danger, bear any burden, to save his father. But to have the lives of a solar system on his conscience was too much to even consider.


“Storm is right, Jean,” he said, and they all looked at him in shock, Raza most of all. “At least, partially right. Using the stargate is not a choice to be made lightly. However, the statistics on its potential destabilization factor are extraordinary, moving into tangible danger levels only when it is used too often and with too little lag time in between passages. In any case, and as much as I want to rush off immediately to save my father, we are obligated to look for other solutions.”


“Agreed,” Storm said. “And I see only one other possible solution.”


She was interrupted by the hiss of a door sliding open, and they all turned to see Professor Xavier gliding his hoverchair into the room.


“Your timing is impeccable, Charles,” Storm said. “We have a crisis that needs resolution. You may be the only one who can help us.”


After they had given Xavier an abbreviated version of Raza’s story, he merely nodded, fingers steepled under his chin as he considered it all. Finally, he looked at Raza.


“Did you have any opportunity to contact Lilandra through all of this?” he asked.


“That is the other solution I had considered,” Storm confirmed.


“Our ship wast in distress when we didst emerge from yon stargate, but still did we manage a subspace call on her private comm-link,” Raza admitted, but Cyclops knew from his tone that the news was not good. “She vowed to do what she couldst to delay the execution of our comrades, but stood firm on pursuing it any further. She believes that, because Deathbird’s actions be well within the law, her position as Majestrix couldst be undermined by confronting Deathbird on such a public level.”


“That doesn’t sound like Lilandra,” Jean said distantly.


“Professor,” Cyclops began, “you are Lilandra’s royal consort. Is there anything you can do or say to convince her to intercede?”


Xavier seemed to slump in his chair ever so slightly.


“I’m sorry, Scott,” he sighed. “Lilandra and I have not been communicating very often or very well for some time. While I am still the royal consort, her entire being has been consumed by the demands of the empire. If I can reach her, she may speak to me, but I doubt I will be able to change her mind.”


“Anything you can do, sir,” Cyclops said quietly.


“Of course,” Xavier answered. “But now, unfortunately, I have more bad news of another crisis which demands immediate attention. All of you please meet me in the ready room in five minutes, suited up. If I haven’t reached Lilandra by then, I’m certain I won’t be able to reach her for at least a day, far too long to wait.


“Five minutes,” he repeated.


* * *


CH’OD seemed slightly disoriented, but against the Beast’s advice and despite their incomplete recovery, he and Raza had managed to get out of bed and join the X-Men in the ready room. Cyclops was glad they had made it. It was comforting to have them near, because he knew in his heart that, reservations about the stargate or no, there would be no avoiding a trip to Hala. And though the logical, practical side of his brain would never have allowed him to admit it, he would have it no other way. His father was going to be executed. That was all the argument necessary.


When Professor Xavier finally glided into the ready room, Cyclops was relieved, despite the grim cast to his mentor’s features.


“All present and accounted for, Professor,” he said. “Were you able to contact Lilandra?”


Xavier glanced around at the men and women gathered in the hangar. Cyclops thought he caught a flicker of anxiety on the older man’s face, which was somehow made more expressive, and often more severe, because of his complete lack of hair.


“I did reach Lilandra,” he finally said, with obvious resignation. “Unfortunately, it seems she was not able to speak freely. She did tell me that she was sending an envoy to Hala to witness the executions, and that they would not take place until that envoy arrived. It is clearly her way of stalling. Only because I know her so intimately was I able to see the pain which this situation has brought to her.


“Scott,” Xavier said softly, “I’m sorry I could not do more.”


“We know you did all you could, Charles,” Jean said, even as she wrapped her arms around Scott’s waist. “The question is …”


“What now? Yes, of course,” Xavier nodded.


“You spoke of another crisis?” Cyclops asked, impatient to be away on the Starjammer, en route to his father’s rescue or funeral. But he had an obligation to the X-Men and to Professor Xavier, an obligation that had become, over the years, the definition of his life and identity.


“Hank?” Xavier said, and the Beast stepped forward. “Simply put,” he began, then paused a moment to determine how, indeed, to put it simply, something Hank McCoy was not always able to do. “Simply put,” he began again, “some person or persons, likely possessing either supranormal powers or nouveau tech weaponry, has seized a federal facility in Colorado that is the focal point of Operation: Wideawake, which manufactures and commands the Sentinels.”


“Beautiful!” Iceman said, his sarcasm unwelcome. “Just what every household needs, the mutant equivalent of mechanical dog catcher!”


“I don’t see what the big deal is, Charles,” Archangel said calmly. “If someone has taken Wideawake from the government, we’ll just shoot out there and take it back. We’ll be back in time for dinner.”


“It’s hardly that simple, Warren,” Storm began, but Bishop cut her off.


“You don’t see what the big deal is, Worthington?” Bishop said curtly. “Haven’t any of you paid attention to what I’ve told you of the future, the world that I lived in before I traveled back in time and ended up with you? Are you all deaf? Once the Sentinels are unleashed upon mutantkind, it’s the beginning of the end!”


He stopped, fuming a bit, and glared around at the others, several of whom would not meet his gaze. Cyclops did not turn away, fascinated by what he observed was not anger but fear in Bishop’s eyes. Though after the tales the man had told them of the America of his birth, his fear came as no surprise.


“Whatever’s happening out there, we need to stop it,” Bishop added, then lapsed into silence, awaiting Xavier’s instructions like the soldier he was.


“Storm was accurate, however,” the Beast said into the silence. “It is hardly that elementary. We have no idea who might be inside the facility, and the U.S. military is en route to the site as we speak. We must approach this matter with the utmost diplomacy.”


“Bring the Cajun along, Hank,” Wolverine rasped. “He’s such a people person, a natural born diplomat.”


“I can’t help it if I’m too charmin’ for my own good, me,” Gambit said with a mischievous grin.


The conversation erupted in earnest, opinions flying back and forth, but Scott and Jean only stood at the edge of the group, waiting patiently for Xavier’s decision. In the field, Cyclops was leader, with Storm as his second or as leader herself in his absence. But here at the Institute, the X-Men answered to only one voice.


“Quiet,” Xavier said softly, using both his physical and his mental voice. Silence fell.


“You must leave immediately for Colorado,” he said. “Your gear should already be stowed on the Blackbird, if you’ve all been keeping up with protocol.”


Immediately, Cyclops began to stammer a stunned response. “Proprofessor,” he said, “I don’t think I can …”


“Please let me finish,” Xavier said with a raised hand. “You will be split into two groups, one to investigate and if necessary act on the situation developing in Colorado, the other to accompany Raza and Ch’od back to Hala to effect rescue of our allies, if at all possible. Both endeavors will likely require diplomacy, or at least expediency.


“Scott will, of course, lead the Hala mission, while Ororo will lead the Wideawake recovery team,” Xavier concluded, nodding first at Cyclops and then at Storm. “I’ll want Hank with Storm, but the rest of you can make up your own minds. While we don’t know what waits for us in Colorado, we are certain that the Hala mission is extremely dangerous. If you are caught, you will share Corsair’s fate and there will be nothing I can do for you. Lilandra will not help.”


Cyclops looked at Jean, met her eyes, and that was all that was necessary to reaffirm their commitment. He didn’t need a verbal or psychic cue to know that she would be coming with him. He turned to look at the team once more, and found himself face to face with Rogue, the white streak in her hair startling against its deep, dark red, a sparkle in her eye.


“If y’all are guaranteein’ trouble, you know that Remy and I’ll cover your backs,” she drawled, then turned to Gambit. “Won’t we, sugar?”


“Chere,” Gambit grinned, “I guarantee it.”


“I will go with Storm,” Bishop said grimly. “The Sentinels must never be unleashed.”


Iceman began to speak up, opting for the Hala mission. Cyclops was grateful for his friend’s support. Bobby knew it was more dangerous, and yet his concern for Scott and his father was more important. He wondered if there wasn’t also an element of bravado. Bobby had always been considered one of the less powerful X-Men, and Cyclops often worried that Iceman wanted so badly to prove himself that it might one day get him killed.


“Forget it, Drake,” Archangel said, stepping in front of Iceman. He took another step toward Scott, and spoke quietly. “If you have to go against Deathbird, old friend, you’re going to need me.”


Cyclops nodded.


“Excellent, then it is done,” Storm said. “An even split: Iceman, Beast, Wolverine and Bishop with me; Gambit, Rogue, Jean and Warren with Cyclops.” She turned to the Beast. “Hank, Bobby, fire up the Blackbird. We dustoff in five minutes.”


Cyclops watched the ‘home team,’ as he had started to think of them, prepared for their mission, even as his ‘away team’ gathered round. Professor Xavier began to glide toward them, but Cyclops realized there was far more to their plan than merely making a decision. He scanned the room for Ch’od and Raza, uncomfortably aware that he hadn’t even noticed their withdrawing from the debate. Finally, he saw them, conversing quietly at the base of the long entry ramp of the ship. He signaled to them, and the two aliens walked back to where the remaining X-Men stood with their benefactor.


“How is the ship?” he asked.


“You people have done an excellent job,” Ch’od said happily. “She’s as ready to fly as the day I first laid eyes on her.”


“She wast a vile monstrosity when thine eyes first lay upon her!” Raza snapped, and Cyclops was glad to see that the pair were back to themselves again.


“Still,” Raza continued, “I suppose she shall suffice for the nonce. At least to get in. It may be that we shall all die trying to leave Hala, if we doth survive even that long.”


“You always this glum, fella?” Rogue asked.


“He de life of de party, Rogue,” Gambit said, one eyebrow arched.


“In fact,” Jean said, “compared to his usual demeanor, I’d say Raza was almost effusive today.”


“If I was a little less friendly,” Ch’od said happily, “I’m sure Raza would not be quite so angry. But I cannot help myself. It’s my nature.”


“That’s what I keep trying to tell them,” Warren said, but barely cracked a smile at his own humor.


“Scott,” Professor Xavier said, “could I have a moment, please, before you depart?”


“Certainly, sir,” Cyclops answered, but already his mind was consumed by the journey ahead, and thoughts of what might lie at the other side of the stargate.


He took a few steps away from the rest of the team, and Xavier glided at his side.


Believe me when I say I understand your feelings here, Scott, the Professor began. Yet I know how you get in times of personal crisis. Often you try to deal with such things yourself and I know you’ll be tempted to cut the others, particularly Jean and Warren, out of the picture, to keep your pain to yourself. But you need them, Scott, and not merely as backup.


I know that, Professor, Scott responded mentally. Though he had no psi abilities himself, Xavier could read as well as project thoughts. It’s just that, well, I already feel as if I’m endangering all of their lives for my own reasons. It’s not …


They go where they will, Scott, the Professor interrupted, and Cyclops knew from his tone that the subject was closed. He hoped Xavier wasn’t too frustrated with him.


“We must avoid an incident between Deathbird and Lilandra at all costs,” the Professor said aloud. “You won’t have any backup out there.”


“Do we ever, Charles?” Jean asked as she came closer, and Xavier merely raised his hands in defeat.


* * *


THE  Blackbird had long since fired her engines and shot into the western sky toward Colorado. As the Starjammer performed its vertical liftoff, then began her journey in earnest, metal shrieking as she climbed ever higher into the sky, Charles Xavier shot an errant thought out into the void of space after them.


Godspeed, my X-Men. Come home safe.




FOUR


IN the galactic region known by Terrans as the Greater Magellanic Cloud lay the Pama planetary system. Once upon a time, the planet Hala was the jewel of the Pama System, the proudest of planets, the center of an extraordinary empire. Entropy destroys all things, but in the case of Hala, destruction was not left to nature and time. The Kree homeworld was, instead, undone by its own leader, the artificial life form known as the Supreme Intelligence.


That wondrous being conducted a terrible experiment with its own people, manipulating their war with the Shi’ar so their most hated enemy would use the dreaded nega-bomb against them. More than twenty-nine billion Kree lost their lives, and many of those who lived underwent startling, often terrifying, sometimes fatal mutations. Exactly as the Supreme Intelligence had planned.


The survivors lived, for the most part, on the ravaged surface of what remained of Hala. Only the capital city, Kree-Lar, had been rebuilt to any semblance of its former glory, and then only to trumpet the superiority of their savage new Viceroy, Deathbird of the Shi’ar royal house of Neramani. In time, many had begun to overlook the betrayal of the Supreme Intelligence, to ignore the proof that the Shi’ar had been manipulated. None of that mattered, when they lived as serfs on a world controlled by a tyrant.


The gleaming spires of the new capitol building stretched higher than anything else still standing on Hala. It was a beautiful sight, but one hard to appreciate in light of the poverty, disease, and squalor outside the gates. The new capitol had been built on the remains of the old, the centuries-old foundation still solid. Deep beneath the surface of the planet was the dungeon of Hala, which held more prisoners now under Deathbird than they ever had during the height of the Kree Empire.


Four of Deathbird’s most elite soldiers guarded the approach to the cell where three condemned prisoners awaited their execution. Two more stood immediately outside the door to the cell. One, recently promoted to the elite corps, winced as yet another piercing wail of agony escaped the cell.


The screaming continued.


* * *


CANDIDE stopped screaming. Mercifully, she had fallen unconscious and now hung limply from the metal cylinders which entrapped her hands. The top of her head, her eyes and the bridge of her nose were covered by a copper colored metal helmet, the function of which was simple: to destroy her will, and her mind if necessary.


“Enough, Deathbird!” Corsair snapped, straining against the cylinders which paralyzed both hands and feet, a torture in itself. “If Candide had anything to tell you, surely you would have heard it by now.”


Deathbird put one hand against the wall and leaned close to Candide’s face. With the talons of her other hand, she plucked the helmet from the smuggler’s head and turned slowly toward Corsair. Her golden skin and white eyes, with the extraordinary markings around them, combined with the mauve feathers that grew from her head and spread around her shoulders like human hair, ought to have made her beautiful.


Instead, they made her more horrible. Deathbird was a genetic throwback, even among her own people. The Shi’ar had characteristics of both Earth mammals and birds, but as a race they had lost their wings to evolution. Deathbird had been born with wings intact under her arms and lethal talons at the end of each finger.


But those things were not what made her so terrifying. It was as simple as the cast of her face, the sickly light in her eyes. At different times Corsair had thought her purely evil, then completely insane. He had finally realized that she was a combination of both. Her mere presence sickened and unnerved him.


But he’d be damned if he’d let her know that.


“If you’re going to kill us, lady, why don’t you do it and get it over with?” he snarled.


Their torturer floated lithely across the room, smiling at Corsair, a predator sighting her prey.


“Away from him, stay, little bird!” Hepzibah growled, and Corsair turned his head hard to the right to get a good look at his lover. She’d been born on Tryl’sart, under Shi’ar Imperial rule, spent some time in prison on Alsibar, where Corsair had first met her.


The Shi’ar Emperor D’Ken, the long dead brother of Lilandra and Deathbird, had destroyed Corsair’s life as Major Christopher Summers, had murdered his wife, Kate. D’Ken ordered Corsair imprisoned on Alsibar not long after that. It was there, cowed and broken, that he had met the Starjammers. Ch’od’s entire race had been wiped out by the Shi’ar; Raza was a prisoner of his own people; and, taunted and tortured by the guards, Hepzibah … Hepzibah was simply beautiful.


With their courage as example, and his attraction to Hepzibah growing, Corsair rebuilt his sense of self, his pride. Heartened by their presence, he regained his humanity. He aided the trio in their escape, and eventually, became their leader. And Hepzibah’s lover.


Like all members of the Mephisitoid race, Hepzibah resembled nothing so much as a humanoid cat, with the colors of a skunk. Most human males would shrink in horror at the sight of her, but Corsair could only see her beauty and grace.


And now her pain.


Deathbird lashed out with the talons of her left hand and slashed Hepzibah’s arm, drawing blood and a hiss from the female’s mouth.


“You’re wasting your time, witch!” Corsair shouted. “You can say whatever you like to rationalize our deaths, but you’ll never get your confession.”


“Fool,” Deathbird said with a shake of her head and the rustle of feathers, “I don’t need your confession to execute you for smuggling. What I want are your contacts with the Kree rebels. I want names, Corsair. Give me the leaders of this Kree insurgency, and perhaps I will be merciful to you and your female companions.”


“Forget, you do, Deathbird,” Hepzibah said before Corsair could answer, “familiar, we are, with your so-called mercy.”


“None of which means a damn thing,” Corsair added. “We don’t know anything about any Kree rebellion. Candide is a smuggler, pure and simple, selling to whomever is buying. Hepzibah and I came only to free her from your bizarre version of justice. Though I pity anyone living under your rule, I have no special love for the Kree, and no desire to lose my head for them.”


Deathbird’s eyes narrowed and she glared at them both, ignoring the unconscious Candide. After a moment she sucked in air, as if she’d been holding her breath, then shrugged her shoulders in almost human fashion.


“As you wish, Starjammers,” she said. “Continue your denials but you will neither convince nor dissuade me. I will have those names …”


“Paranoid bitch,” Corsair interjected, exasperated.


“Enough!” Deathbird barked, and backhanded him across the face with such force that she nearly broke his neck. Corsair was grateful she hadn’t used her talons. With that strength, she might have torn his face completely off.


“It seems the torture must continue,” she said with mock sadness.


“You may drive me mad, but that won’t get you the answers you’re looking for,” Corsair said.


“Oh, but it isn’t your turn yet,” Deathbird replied, then reached out to clamp a hand on Hepzibah’s jaw while she lowered the copper helmet to the Mephisitoid’s head. Almost immediately, Hepzibah began to scream. Corsair had experienced the psionic torture of that device only once thus far, but that was enough to feel a terrible nausea at each shriek or whimper that issued from his lover’s mouth.


Inside her mind, he knew, she was experiencing the worst physical and emotional torture that her own mind could conceive of. The thing tapped into both her imagination and her pain receptors to create false events and mingle them with actual pain.


Deathbird merely smiled as he ground his teeth together, then made her way from the cell, the guards locking the door behind her. Hepzibah’s screams were loud enough that, just as the first tear slipped down Corsair’s cheek, Candide began to wake.


The smuggler was a Shi’ar/Kree halfbreed, which for years had made her an outcast in two empires. Corsair had known her a long time, had once been a little sweet on her, but there had never been anything but friendship between them despite her great beauty. It occurred to him that, in most cases he’d seen, halfbreeds were generally more attractive than either of their parents’ races. A message of harmony, he might have thought if he wasn’t so cynical.


Hepzibah howled again, and Corsair could not keep his mind off her any longer. There was nothing he could do for her. Whatever torture he might endure when that copper helmet was placed on his head, it could not be worse than listening to his lover, a strong and stubborn woman, cry out in agony. Deathbird knew that, of course. Corsair cursed her under his breath.


“Corsair?” Candide asked tentatively, her pain obvious.


He did his best to face her, despite the lack of mobility in his arms and legs. He thought it might help if he smiled, but he couldn’t bring himself to do it.


“I’m here, old friend,” he answered grimly. “I’ve got nowhere else to go, after all.”


“What?” she asked, raising her voice to be heard over Hepzibah’s cries.


“God!” he shouted, ignoring Candide now, enraged by the surreal quality of his situation. “Enough now! Let her be!”


It had been decades since he’d prayed, years since he’d even considered it. This was different. There would be no mercy from Deathbird, no mercy but the blade that would separate their heads from their necks. Corsair reached out with his mind, heart, and soul to Hepzibah, to the universe itself.


He didn’t know whether it was mere fate, or some divine intervention, but Hepzibah finally succumbed, falling unconscious within her restraints. Just in case, he mumbled a soft thank you under his breath.


“Why doesn’t she just kill us?” Candide asked quietly.


“She thinks we’re part of some Kree insurrection, that we can provide her with names,” he said, still astonished by the concept. “She’s insane. Most of the Kree hate the Starjammers as much as they do the Shi’ar or the Terrans. If we knew anything about the rebellion, doesn’t she think we’d tell her?”


Corsair’s mind was swirling with pain and wonder, so at first it didn’t strike him as odd that Candide did not reply. After a moment, though, her silence became a distraction.


“Candide?” he said. “Are you listening?”


He turned to look at her, but Candide would not face him.


“Candide?” he asked again.


Finally, his old friend looked up, tears streaming down her face. And then, of course, he knew.


* * *


THOUGH he was far from unintelligent, Gladiator never aspired to become a ruler himself. His race were singularly powerful amongst their galactic neighbors, but he had been raised a loyal soldier to the Shi’ar Empire, just as all of his people had. Everything that defined him was wrapped up in his position, which at one time had seemed unattainable for a being not Shi’ar by birth. And yet, despite the odds, he had become Praetor of the Shi’ar Imperial Guard.


It was testament to his loyalty to the throne and his objectivity that Gladiator had maintained his position throughout the despotic rule of D’Ken Neramani, the tyranny of Deathbird, and the relative peace and prosperity of Lilandra. Three vastly different leaders, all from the same family. Gladiator and the Guard had served them all. He was not dedicated to a single ruler, but to the empire itself. It was his life and his blood.


Or so he told himself. There were times, however, in moments of what he would call weakness, that he would admit in his private thoughts that Lilandra was the best and rightful Majestrix of the Empire. At certain moments it was difficult to remain impartial. While Deathbird had been Majestrix he had served, had done his duty, but at his core Gladiator had been less than pleased.


His duty brought him to Hala, into the court of Deathbird. A small part of him, a blasphemous voice in his head, wondered if accepting the position as Praetor was a wise choice. Though he had fought against them more often than he had fought by their side, he did not want to see the two Starjammers executed. But the law was the law. He was happy that, though she clearly had reservations about the sentence, Lilandra was not going to challenge Deathbird. It would be unwise and, in the eyes of many, unjust.


Gladiator knew that his traveling to Hala as envoy, with Oracle, Starbolt, Titan and Warstar of the Imperial Guard, was Lilandra’s way of delaying the executions, and he was forced to wonder what she hoped to accomplish by such tactics. But he didn’t wonder long. The conclusions he would invariably reach could be unhealthy for all involved.


His heels clicked on the polished stone of the hallway, an honor guard to either side and the four Guards who had accompanied him bringing up the rear. They marched down a long hall where Deathbird’s men insisted that the rest of the envoy stay behind while he went ahead to meet with her. He would have liked to resist, but an order was an order. The Viceroy could order him to do anything she wished so long as it didn’t go against the Empire or the direct instructions of the Majestrix.


At the door to Deathbird’s private aerie, the honor guard stood aside to let him pass and it hissed shut behind him. He scanned the room, the ingenious natural lighting and odd geometry, the cascade of feathers down one wall, and the diaphanous curtain that separated the foyer from an interior area. Deathbird was nowhere to be seen, but a moment later her voice floated to him from deeper in the room.


“Dear Gladiator, do come inside,” she said.


Wary of her, as he instructed all the Guard to be, Gladiator pushed his way through the curtain and stepped down one warmly appointed hall to a large chamber. Inside, Deathbird lounged on a chaise covered with white fur, sipping a blue liquid from a fluted glass.


“At ease, good Praetor,” she said sweetly. “Enjoy a brief respite after your journey. Share a glass with me.”


Gladiator almost laughed, but his training would not have allowed it under any circumstances. Still, it was both unnerving and amusing to see Deathbird attempting the role of seductress. There were many creatures in nature, Gladiator knew, that lured their mates to passion and death. He vowed to stay far away from the clutches of this one.


“Greetings to Deathbird, Viceroy of Hala, sister to the Majestrix Lilandra Neramani, from her very august personage, the ruler of the many peoples of the Shi’ar Empire,” Gladiator said stiffly, making the formal introduction expected of him on behalf of the Majestrix.


“Hmm,” Deathbird mused, not rising to respond formally. “I had forgotten how strictly you adhered to official convention. I suppose when I was Majestrix I had other things on my mind.”


Gladiator lowered his head in appropriate respect, eyes never losing their focus though all they could see was the crimson and sable of his uniform and the dim light reflected off the hard floor. Deathbird’s words suggested many things, not the least of which was nostalgia for her days as Majestrix. She would not dare say something treasonous in Gladiator’s presence, though. He would take her into custody immediately, and he was certain she knew it.


Still …


“Ah, such a pity,” Deathbird sighed and finally rose to stand half a dozen feet from Gladiator, arms crossed and wings blocking his view of her gossamer clothing. “What is your message, then, honored envoy?”


“You have no doubt received word from the Majestrix that the executions of the prisoners Candide, Mademoiselle Hepzibah, and Corsair, was to be delayed until the arrival of this envoy,” he said. “The Majestrix, your loving sister, respectfully requests that you be absolutely certain of the charges against the condemned prisoners before they are executed. To allow you time to consider this request, the Majestrix orders a stay of the executions for one standard day.”


“Don’t you think I know what is going on here?” Deathbird laughed. “My sister has a soft spot for the pirates, particularly Corsair. After all, it was they who came to her aid when she was an excommunicant from the empire. She thinks she will discover a way to stop their deaths without the empire seeing her actions as a weakness.”


Gladiator did not respond as Deathbird moved closer to him. She touched his cheek, lifted his chin and looked him in the eye.


“It’s not going to happen, Gladiator,” she said. “They are going to die. Oh, don’t be overly concerned. I will wait the day as instructed, and so will you and the rest of the envoy, and stay to be witnesses to the execution. I order it, an instruction you cannot deny unless you have previous orders from the Majestrix?”


Gladiator nodded, once.


“I thought not. Therefore you will stay, and watch, and report back to the Majestrix all you have seen. These are criminals, likely involved with a planned rebellion in which the Kree hope to have their revenge on the Shi’ar Empire. I do the Majestrix a great service in their execution, as I’m sure you will soon see.”


She turned away from him and picked up her glass again. Gladiator did not move. He stood, hands crossed at his back, his face gravely serious. After a moment, Deathbird faced him again, sighed in contempt, and barked: “Dismissed!”


Gladiator turned on his heel and left her chambers, trying his best not to think about politics, diplomacy, and their consequences. He was a soldier, after all. He had never wanted to be more.


* * *


CYCLOPS sat silently in the back of the Starjammer’s cockpit, mind lost in the nebulous space outside the ship’s view shields. The infinite stars glowed pink to his ruby-covered eyes. Ch’od and Archangel sat at the controls and their technical conversation was little more than a drone to his ears. They would be approaching the stargate shortly, and he tried not to consider the possibility that he was endangering faceless billions, and many of his loved ones, for the life of one man.


That was foolishness, he knew. If they thought the stargate’s destabilizing effect would blossom out of control because of the random passage of a vessel as small as the Starjammer, they wouldn’t be going at all. His father would be left to die.


“Scott,” a voice came at his ear, startling him.


“I’m sorry,” Rogue said, clearly surprised at his reaction. “I was just hopin’ you could be of some assistance back here. Jean an’ I don’t seem to be havin’ much luck.”


“What’s the problem?” he asked.


“Testosterone’s the problem, if ya ask me,” she said, frustrated. “Gambit an’ Raza haven’t really been gettin’ along since we took off. It’s only gettin’ worse.”


Cyclops left his uncomfortable perch in the cockpit and followed Rogue back into the main cabin. Jean sat at a holo deck studying the layout of Kree-Lar and its new capitol building. She caught his eye, and there was a question there, but he ignored it for the moment.


“Thou wouldst dare question the honor and integrity of the Starjammers? Thou art a fool, Terran!” Raza roared, poking a finger into Gambit’s chest. “Countless times have we have aided the X-Men in battle.”


Gambit held a ragged paperback book in his right hand, and even as Cyclops entered the cabin, it began to glow with explosive power. He wondered a moment if Gambit was even aware of it, and was disturbed when he concluded that the Cajun was completely in control of his powers.


“I tell you how I dare, me,” Gambit said angrily, his Cajun patois heavier than ever. “De Starjammers been pirates from de beginnin’, sellin’ to de highest bidder. Maybe you backed up de X-Men a coupla times, but don’ you try to claim you always on de right side, ’cause we all know it just ain’t true.”


Raza looked prepared to tear Gambit’s head off, but before he could open his mouth, Gambit held the charged up book next to Raza’s neck.


“You put dat hand near me again, cyborg, an’ you gonna draw back a bloody stump!” he said.


That was it. Raza leaped at him, knocking the book to the floor of the cabin as the two tumbled to the ground.


“Jean!” Scott shouted, all that was necessary for her to pick up on his instincts. The paperback exploded at the center of the cabin, but Jean had to have surrounded it with a telekinetic shield in time because it did no damage other than to shred itself into fine confetti.


As a young man, Scott Summers was called “Slim.” While in excellent physical condition, muscles finely honed, he still looked relatively wiry. Appearances are often deceptive, however. With Rogue at his side, he strode over to where Gambit and Raza were about to truly get into it, and his anger was only matched by his concern at what might happen when Gambit’s powers and Raza’s cyborg strength were turned to a pitched battle in the heart of a spacecraft.


“You idiots!” he shouted, as he pulled Gambit away from Raza and lifted him off the floor. Despite his cyborg enhancements, Raza was no match for Rogue’s sheer power.


“What in God’s name is the matter with you?” he asked. “This childishness endangers our mission and the lives of everyone aboard this craft. If we all make it out of this alive, you two can tear each other apart if you like. Until then, this feud is over or you’ll both answer to me. Let’s not forget that we’re all here for the same reason.”


He caught Gambit giving him a sidelong glance that spoke of wounded pride and eventual payback. He moved close, so that only the Cajun would hear, and said, “I’m a rational man, Remy. But trust me, it’s a mistake you don’t want to make.”


Gambit smiled disarmingly, showing off the charm that was just another weapon in his arsenal.


“Don’t worry ’bout me, Scotty,” he said warmly. “You know I de president of de Cyclops fan club. I jus’ don’ like gettin’ my toes stepped on, mon ami. You understand, eh?”


Raza tried to shake loose of Rogue, but could not and began to curse her instead. With a look, Scott signaled her to let go, and he pushed away in anger.


“Thou art a man of honor, Cyclops,” he said through half a sneer. “Thy father, scoundrel though he may be, is also honorable. Mine loyalty is to him. Thou wouldst be wise to ensure that those whom thou doth lead are equally loyal.”


Raza headed for the cockpit while Rogue spoke quietly yet sharply to Gambit. Cyclops sighed, grateful that he’d averted the crisis. Gambit had always been a bit of a problem; a lifelong loner thrust into a team situation. Often, Scott wondered why he stayed. He supposed it was partly due to loyalty to Storm, who brought him to the team, not to mention his obvious affection for Rogue.


His ruminations were interrupted by Archangel, who came in from the cockpit, leaving Raza and Ch’od to their usual copilot status. “Approaching stargate,” he said. “Everyone get strapped in. Ch’od says we’re in for a rocky ride.”


“You seemed to be doing pretty well up there, Warren,” Jean said, and Archangel smiled. Despite the shocking contrast between his blonde hair and eyebrows and his blue skin, he was still as handsome as the day he first joined the X-Men. He’d been through a lot, Cyclops knew. They all had. And they’d stuck together. He was lucky to have them.


The five X-Men in the Starjammer’s main cabin strapped themselves into form-fitting seats, all of which faced forward, toward the closed door of the cockpit. Just as Cyclops snapped his belt in place, the ship seemed to pause a moment, as if it had been thrown straight up and was waiting that heartbeat before gravity took hold and brought it crashing down again. It was an eerie, almost nauseating feeling, but not nearly as bad as what came next.


The stargate had offered a moment of resistance, stalling the ship in place despite its thrusters. When that moment ended, the ship was not thrown but yanked forward with impossible strength and speed. The material of his seat seemed to fold around his back and shoulders, his neck and the back of his head, nearly bursting with the raw force of the stargate’s pull against the gravity of real space they were exiting.


For a moment, he couldn’t breathe. The lights in the Starjammer dimmed, then went out. A moment later auxiliary running lights cast a ghostly gloom across the cabin. The pressure relaxed gradually, though the sensation of speed did not lessen at all. It wasn’t the first time Cyclops had passed through a stargate, but he didn’t think he would ever be used to it. The speed was at once almost unnoticeable and terrifyingly disorienting.


“I don’t know ’bout y’all,” Rogue said with a nervous laugh, “but this ain’t the kind of thing I’d like to do every day.”


“You’re not kidding,” Archangel added. “At least we can be grateful that getting out isn’t as hard as getting in.”


“I hope that’s true of this mission as a whole,” Jean said. “With what Raza told us about an armada waiting in space around Hala, I’m not exactly feeling confident about our chances here.”


The Starjammer’s engines began to whine loudly as Ch’od fired the backward thrusters and the ship started to fight the stargate’s natural velocity. Cyclops planted his feet firmly on the floor and held on tight, every muscle fighting the shattered momentum caused by the vessel’s braking. They were getting ready to exit the stargate. It all seemed to have happened much faster than he remembered. Or perhaps the trip to Hala was simply shorter than the one to Chandilar, the Shi’ar throneworld.


“I wouldn’t worry much about our arrival, Jean,” Archangel said haltingly, the pressure of braking getting to him as much as it was the others. “After all, Ch’od’s rigged the ship so that the moment we exit the stargate and enter Hala’s orbit, we’ll be cloaked from all detection. I think we’re going to sail right through this mission and make it home in time for The X-Files.” Then the ship was traveling normally again. They began to unbuckle themselves as Raza emerged from the cockpit.


“Prepare thyselves, X-Men!” he said. “Ch’od shall place the Starjammer in cloaked, autonomous orbit, thus can we all teleport down without fear that she’ll be discovered. But yon planet awaits, and whither …”


A thundering crash boomed up the companionway from the cargo hold, and the auxiliary lights flickered several times.


“Shields!” Raza yelled, then turned back toward the cockpit.


“What was dat you say ’bout cloaking, angel?” Gambit asked sourly.


And with good reason. The Starjammer was under attack.




FIVE


MILES of green slipped by beneath the dark whisper of a plane that was the X-Men’s Blackbird (so named because it was modeled after the SR-71 Blackbird jets). From the pilot’s seat, the ground looked like nothing so much as a great quilt of brown, yellow, and green squares, with the occasional string of river, highway or mountain range snaking over its surface. The American Midwest held an extraordinary majesty from the air, where one could forget that the poisons of city industry and city life had long since begun to seep into rural life.


Where Dr. Henry P. McCoy could forget, just for a moment, that he was a member of that elite race known as homo sapiens superior, a mutant. With the claws, fangs and indisguisable blue fur that were the hallmarks of his mutation, of the genetic x-factor that made him the Beast, Hank McCoy would not have been able to walk a block in the Midwest without being the object of fear, revulsion, and hatred.


The same might be true of New York or L.A., he realized, but somehow it seemed worse when the magnificence of nature surrounded him. Perhaps because in the city there were so many other eccentric and frightful things happening at all times, while in the country, he could almost understand the feelings of so-called “normal” people toward mutants. Almost. If he ever reached the moment when he could completely comprehend their bigotry, that would be the day he retired from society all together.


A red light popped into life on the control panel, accompanied by a high-pitched beep, alerting him to an incoming call on the Blackbird’s vid-comm unit. While the Blackbird was loaded with as much high-tech as they could fit into her innards, the size of his hands and length of his claws made Hank’s preferences for the control panel decidedly low-tech. To answer the call, he flipped a green toggle switch just to the left of the vid-comm screen. The picture snapped to life: a split-screen view with Professor Xavier on one side and Valerie Cooper on the other. A three way link-up that Hank hadn’t been expecting.


“Professor. Valerie. Has our strategy been modified?” the Beast asked, concern creasing his furred brow.


“Hank, Valerie and I have been talking and I know how cautious you and Ororo are, but I just wanted to emphasize how delicately this must be played,” Xavier said.


The Beast watched the image of Xavier onscreen. They had known one another for a long time, and Hank had learned to read the man fairly well.


“What is it, Charles?” he finally asked. “I appreciate that we’re confronted with a lot of unknowns here, but that isn’t what’s perturbing you, is it?”


“I’m afraid the knowns are more my concern at the moment, Hank,” Xavier answered. “Valerie, will you tell Hank what you told me, please?”


The woman was all business as she told him of her concerns, of the immediate problems they would face even before the one they had set off to confront. Hank appreciated Valerie’s directness, especially in this time of crisis.


“What I’m really getting at,” Valerie said, “is that you can almost certainly expect federal troops at the scene when you arrive. I’d hoped you would get there first but that doesn’t look like it’s going to happen. I’ve no idea how they’ll react to your presence, so just watch your step.”


“I don’t comprehend, Valerie,” the Beast replied. “If the government sanctioned your preliminary contact with the Professor, why can’t we merely say that he apprised us of the predicament?”


“That would be the logical thing to do, Hank,” she said grimly. “But we’re not dealing with logic, or rationality here. We’re dealing with a man to whom hate is sustenance. Or have you forgotten how much Gyrich hates you all?”


“Gyrich,” the Beast repeated, lips curling back in distaste. “The man simply can’t wait to be king. Who expired and left him in dominion?”


“The director has placed him in charge of this operation,” Valerie said with obvious remorse.


“Valerie,” Xavier interjected, her name itself a question, “you have still yet to tell me who the director of Operation: Wideawake is.”


There was a silence on the three way call, which was quickly interrupted by the cockpit door clanking open behind Hank. The Iceman, Bobby Drake, poked his head in and, as was his way, started jabbering immediately.


“Hey, Hank, any room up here?” he asked. “A few more minutes with Mr. Depressing Bishop and I think I’ll …”


“Just a moment, Robert,” the Beast said quietly, and Iceman fell silent.


“I’m sorry, Charles,” Valerie said at last. “There are some things that just aren’t worth the price that is put on them. This is one of those things. Believe me when I say you don’t need to know. It isn’t important who the figurehead is, only the arms and weapons are your concern.”
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