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EPILOGUE
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THE SHUTTLE screamed down through the upper atmosphere, gaining speed with each passing second. Heat shields buckled and snapped, splintering off into the air, vanishing into the largest solar flare the Earth had seen in more than a century.


In the pilot’s seat, a tall red-haired woman gripped the armrests tight, trying to ignore the relentless voice in her mind:


Welcome to the last minutes of your life.


Jean Grey shook her head, forced herself to concentrate. She ran her eyes across the console, studying each of the ten screens. Nothing but static. The flare had fried the shuttle’s electronics, leaving the little ship blind and deaf, its sensors useless. Only one screen was still up and running—it showed an external view of the flare’s energy, roiling red-orange-yellow, strobing up and down the spectrum. A hypnotic sight, like the primal energies of the universe.


The screen flickered and went black.


Jean toggled a few controls, tugged briefly on the stick.


I don’t know what I’m doing, she thought. This ship is tearing apart around me, and I can’t even see where we’re going!


Leaning back, she closed her eyes. Her thoughts strayed to the people in the shielded life-cell, back in the shuttle’s aft compartment. Her teammates, the friends she cared about most in the world. Her mind reached out, unbidden, and touched their thoughts, one by one. Nightcrawler, Storm. Wolverine, his mind filled with grim regret. Dr. Peter Corbeau, the brilliant entrepreneur who had built the shuttle. Professor Charles Xavier, the X-Men’s founder.


Cyclops. Scott Summers.


The man she loved.


As the shuttle groaned and shook, Jean wrenched her mind away from his. She couldn’t deal with Scott’s pain, his dread, right now. A memory came to her: Scott’s hand in hers, firm and strong, as they walked together under the trees of upstate New York. The leaves changing, falling all around, dark grass covered in a bright panoply of yellow, russet, and auburn.


The last minutes of your life.


A loud crack snapped her out of her reverie. The shuttle lurched, throwing her back in her seat. She leaned forward, using another mutant ability—telekinesis—to partially counteract the g-force. The attitude gauge was redlining. One of the screens had switched over to LAN mode and bore the block-letters warning:


NOSE WHEEL ALIGNMENT – FAULTY


Panic washed over her. I’m no pilot, she thought. I can’t fly this thing!


Then she remembered…


Yes, you are. Thanks to Dr. Corbeau.


Jean reached into a file of memories, thoughts that were not her own. She scanned and searched until she found the information she needed. Hand trembling, she reached out for the bob switch, making sure to apply just the right degree of force.


Thanks, Doc, she thought…


* * *


One hour earlier


“THE FIRE’S almost reached the hypergolic fuel cells, Dr. Corbeau. We haven’t much time.”


“On the contrary, Cyclops,” Corbeau replied. “We have all the time in the world.”


Jean watched the two men closely. Scott Summers— Cyclops—stood leaning over the pilot’s seat, hands clenched tight on the backrest. His blue-and-yellow uniform was torn and smudged from the recent conflict. Energy pulsed behind the ruby-quartz lenses that covered his eyes, holding back the deadly energies within.


Corbeau swiveled the seat around, tilting his head up to cast a grim smile at Summers. Possessed of a brilliant mind and a flamboyant personality, Corbeau had built a private space-travel empire by leveraging both traits. Even now, with death closing in on the shuttle’s occupants, he affected a cool demeanor. His only sign of stress was the hand running obsessively through his thick, meticulously groomed hair.


“We’re not going anywhere,” Corbeau explained, gesturing at the shuttle’s consoles. “The flight-control computer got slagged during our scrap with the Sentinels. Without it, this bird is grounded.”


Cyclops grimaced and turned to Nightcrawler. “Any word from Logan and Storm?”


The slender, blue-furred mutant held up a short-range comm device, his pointed tail whipping around with anxiety. “They’ve found the Professor,” he said in a thick German accent. “They are on their way.”


Cyclops nodded. His eyes met Jean’s for a brief moment, and he smiled a tight smile. Then he turned away again.


They barely notice me, she thought. Any of them. Even Scott assumes I’ll just follow his lead, whatever he decides.


And why shouldn’t he? I always have.


She fidgeted, feeling uneasy. The Sentinel robots had abducted her from an elegant dance. She still wore the tattered remains of a very expensive black dress.


Cyclops had planted himself in the copilot’s seat. “What about a manual reentry?” he asked.


Corbeau’s smile became a rictus grin.


“So in case you haven’t noticed,” he said, “the space station around us is being consumed by fire. What’s more, we have no pressure suits—but believe it or not, those are the least of our problems.”


Nightcrawler let out a hissing noise. “The flare,” he said.


“The solar flare!” Corbeau spread his arms in a theatrical gesture. “Worst eruption since 1859, and it’s just about to reach Earth. The computer was supposed to guide us through it while we sat, safe and sound, in the shuttle’s shielded life-cell.”


Cyclops glared at the instrument panel. “But we have no computer.”


“Right.” Corbeau ran his fingers through his hair again, faster this time. “I can pilot a reentry with one hand tied behind my back. Probably invent a new company while I’m doing it.” A look crossed his face. “Hmm… maybe it’s finally time to get that solar-monitoring station off the ground, so to speak. I bet I could line up some sweet venture-capital funding for—”


“Doc!”


“Right, yes.” Corbeau looked past Cyclops at Nightcrawler, as if seeing him for the first time. “I was saying, I can pilot the ship with my eyes closed—but I’d never survive the flare, sitting in this unshielded compartment. One of you might, with your mutant abilities. Wolverine, perhaps—”


A wrenching noise came from outside the shuttle, followed by a loud thud. The air was growing hotter, too. The station had only minutes left before it cracked apart, exposing all compartments to the cold vacuum of space.


“Actually,” Corbeau continued, “high levels of charged particles could, theoretically, cause mutations in the DNA. It might have been something like this flare that triggered the rise of your own Homo superior…” He saw the looks he was getting. “Ah, sorry. Not relevant. The point is that none of you know how to pilot the shuttle. We need someone who can survive the radiation and steer this baby safely, and there’s no one who can do that.”


“I can,” Jean said.


All heads turned toward her. Corbeau frowned. Cyclops’s mouth was set, grim. As always, his eyes were hidden behind his protective visor.


“Fräulein,” Nightcrawler said, “you are my trusted friend and valued teammate, but since when are you a trained astronaut?”


“Since now.”


She stepped forward, lifting a hand. Corbeau flinched slightly, but made no move to rise from his chair.


“I’m a telepath, Doctor,” she explained. “I can access everything you know about flying this space shuttle. I won’t exactly be John Glenn, but I can pilot us safely down to Earth.”


Corbeau looked up at her. A hint of fear flickered in his normally steady gaze. Then he nodded, almost imperceptibly.


When she touched his forehead, a welter of thoughts washed over her. Recent memories of the X-Men—Cyclops and Nightcrawler—coming to Corbeau’s office in Houston, imploring him to help them rescue their captured teammates. The shuttle flight up to this station, an abandoned S.H.I.E.L.D. espionage installation where Jean, Storm, Wolverine, and Professor X were being held captive. The battle against the Sentinels, the escape through smoke-clogged corridors to the shuttle.


More, rising up from the depths of Corbeau’s mind. Childhood images of a loving mother, a father who was never satisfied. The thrill of founding his first company, a telecom startup that revolutionized satellite communication. The failure of two, then three marriages, brushed aside by Corbeau’s triumphs in the field of private rocketry.


Once, Jean would have found this flood of impressions too much to bear. But over the years, Professor X had tutored her, taught her techniques of strict mental focus. Techniques that only Xavier—himself an incredibly powerful telepath—could have perfected.


Corbeau, she realized, was a particular sort of person— charming, arrogant, accustomed to getting his way. Not the kind of man she tended to associate with. She felt a brief twinge of discomfort at their sudden, uncomfortable intimacy, then cast those thoughts aside and began sifting through his memories. When she found the specific knowledge she needed, she copied it to a mental clipboard and swiftly withdrew.


She shook her head and smiled. “All done.”


Corbeau didn’t smile back. There was definitely fear in his eyes now.


“I didn’t know,” he said, and faltered. “I don’t know what you are.”


The arrogance was gone from him. Somehow that rattled Jean, even more than the touch of his mind. She shivered, turned away—


—and almost collided with Cyclops. His lean, muscular form blocked her way, his arms held rigidly at his sides. His mouth was a downturned line, and his eyes pulsed an angry red behind those lenses.


“You are not doing this,” he said.


* * *


Now


YOU CAN’T do this!


Cyclops’s thought, clear as a beacon, pierced the wall of the life-cell, stabbing into her mind. All at once she felt his panic, his grief, his anger. She shook her head, banished him from her thoughts. There was no time for that now. Only one thing mattered: piloting the shuttle safely down to the ground.


The forward screens still flickered with static, but a small LCD monitor above her head glowed steadily, displaying a series of equations. Accessing Corbeau’s memories, she identified the numbers as altitude and pressure readouts. Unfortunately, the external sensors were still inoperative. The readouts blinked on and off, their information incomplete and unreliable.


However…


Corbeau, she knew, had once managed to reboot a faulty sensor module by sending an electrical pulse through the system. She stared up at the ceiling, studying the manual switches next to the LCD screen.


Grimacing, she pulled down a module and began to reset the switches to an overload setting. Her fingers plucked and manipulated wires, withdrawing every time an electrical spark flared up. The work was slow, almost automatic, as if someone else were manipulating her hands.


A part of her mind began to wander again. Back to that day among the autumn trees, her sandaled feet crunching on the cold, brittle leaves.


“I love the fall,” she’d said, reaching out for Scott. He had turned to her, a strange expression on his face. Eyes hidden behind the crimson sunglasses that substituted for his combat visor. He’d said something in return, something that disturbed her.


She couldn’t remember what it was.


The shuttle veered sideways, slamming her against the side wall. Her hand caught on the ceiling, yanking loose the lowered panel. Metal scraped against her arm, leaving a bloody gash. She swore and cried out, reaching for the wound.


A distant crack—probably another heat shield breaking off— and still the shuttle was blind and deaf.


Sweat covered her forehead. It must be over ninety degrees in here. But it wasn’t just the heat, she realized. The solar flare held the shuttle in its grip, bathing the ship in immeasurable levels of radiation. Her telekinetic shield screened out some of it, but not all. Her skin was crawling, her stomach churned. Her heart seemed ready to burst from her chest.


What had Corbeau said, back on the space station? “High levels of charged particles might, theoretically, cause mutations in the DNA.” Was the storm affecting her on some primal level, rewriting her genetic template? She stared at the blood, pooling dark on her arm. Watched as a drop detached, seemingly in slow motion, and drifted down to the deck plates.


The last minutes of your life.


That voice again. She’d thought it was just her own panic speaking, but now it seemed like someone else. Something else. Something… other. Was this just the storm? Or was something happening to her? Something deeper, more drastic?


You’re going to die.


No, she thought. No, I’m going to live. I’m going to save them.


You’re going to die.


She tore off a scrap of her black dress, pressed it to the wound.


It will be glorious.


Before she could reply, her telepathy seemed to surge, reaching out in all directions. She saw inside the ship, its hundreds of thousands of circuits and electrical connections, damaged and battered by the solar flare. Outside, raging auroras surged up and down the ultraviolet spectrum.


Far below, on the surface of the Earth, people tossed aside useless phones and radios, staring and pointing up at a sky filled with a once-in-a-lifetime blaze of color. None of them could see the tiny shuttle lost within that massive halo of stellar energy. They seemed so small, those people of Earth. So insignificant. So helpless in the face of the cosmic energies descending upon them.


A thrill ran through her. So much power… so many beautiful currents. The primal forces, calling to her like a song. The superstrings, chords of time that linked all things together. Life and death, and all the pain and joy and sorrow that lay between.


The stars. So vast the stars!


Her blood shifted, mutating. Like the blood, the cells, the waters of ancient Earth—


Jean! Please!


Scott!


She shook her head, blinked. Forced herself to withdraw from his mind, confining her consciousness to the interior of the cockpit. She focused on the damaged control stick, the flickering readouts, and the static-filled screens.


Jean, don’t do this!


She cut the connection with Scott’s mind. She could feel the others back in the life-cell, too: Logan, Storm, Nightcrawler, Corbeau, and the unconscious Professor. But the one mind she couldn’t deal with right now was Scott’s. If she made contact with him again—if she allowed his grief and his fear and, yes, his love to distract her—she knew she would break down and lose control.


You’re going to die.


This time she didn’t argue. This time she knew.


Yes, she thought, I am. But I won’t let him die, too.


Sweating, skin crawling, she reached up to the open ceiling plate and resumed her work.


* * *


One hour earlier


“YOU ARE not doing this.”


Cyclops’s words hung in the air. Jean stood very still, avoiding his gaze. Corbeau and Nightcrawler moved away, trying to give them some privacy in the cramped cockpit.


She felt more comfortable with Scott than with anyone she’d ever known. In a world of tormented minds—of stray thoughts, intrusions, mental noise she’d had to endure all her life—his mind was an oasis of calm. The easiest one to slip in and out of, a source of constant comfort and support.


Until now.


To her shock, he reached out and grabbed her by the shoulders. “Do you really think you can survive a record-level solar flare?”


Anger, then, inside of her. Sudden, unexpected. When she spoke, her voice was cold.


“My telekinesis will keep me safe.”


“For how long?” He gestured past her. “You heard what Corbeau said about the radiation.”


Dr. Corbeau stared at his own hand. “I’m not even a mutant, and I think I can feel it working.” He shrugged. “Might just be hubris.”


Jean ignored him, looking up at Cyclops with steel in her eyes. He stared back for a moment, then released her.


“Look,” he said, “it’s just too dangerous. We’ll come up with something else. I need you to back my play here.”


“I’ve always backed your play.”


A clatter from outside of the shuttle’s cockpit. Cyclops whirled to look, crimson sparks dancing on the surface of his visor. Nightcrawler leaped into position, facing the door, while Jean moved to cover Dr. Corbeau.


“Don’t shoot, bub. It’s us.”


Wolverine lumbered in through the hatch, the unconscious Professor X slung over his shoulder. Storm followed Logan inside, floating on the warm air currents that flooded in from the space station.


“The fire is almost here,” she said.


With surprising gentleness, Logan set the Professor down on a small table. Cyclops and Nightcrawler moved to examine him, almost shoving each other out of the way.


“He is not moving,” Nightcrawler said.


Cyclops turned to Wolverine. “Is he all right?”


“I ain’t no doctor, Summers.” Logan shrugged. “Sentinels clipped him pretty good.”


Jean reached out mentally. The Professor’s brainwaves were dormant, but the electrical activity was constant.


“He’ll recover,” she said.


“The Sentinels?” Cyclops asked.


“Defeated.” Storm spread her dark arms, lightning flashing in her eyes. “They experienced an electrical failure.”


“But that fire’s still out of control,” Wolverine said. “So can we get this bus out of the station before we all fry to death?”


Corbeau stared at Jean. “We were just… discussing that.”


“Logan,” Cyclops said, “take the Professor back to the life-cell. Secure him… better use restraints.”


“I warned you before we came up here, Summers.” Wolverine paused, his hands twitching. “I don’t like takin’ orders.”


“Logan.” Cyclops’s visor flared. “Not now.”


Logan smiled, feinting forward as if ready for a fight. Then he stopped. His eyes narrowed, as if his acute senses had picked up some deadly scent on the wind. He shrugged, placed Xavier over his shoulder again, and stalked off.


Cyclops turned to Storm. “Ororo, give him a hand?”


Storm frowned. She adjusted her headband, then crossed her arms over her chest.


“Jean,” she said. “What are you planning?”


Jean forced herself to smile. “Go on,” she said. “Make sure Logan doesn’t accidentally skewer the Professor with his claws.”


“Or un-accidentally,” Cyclops added.


Sorry, Ororo, Jean thought. You’re a good friend, but we’ll have to discuss this later. If there is a later, for me.


When Storm was gone, Nightcrawler eyed Jean and Cyclops for a moment. Then he leaped over to the copilot’s seat and began a low, intense discussion with Corbeau. Cyclops moved closer to Jean and let out a long, low sigh.


“I’m sorry.”


She nodded, not looking at him.


He touched her cheek and smiled. That smile had always melted her heart, made her believe that anything was possible.


“Can we just figure out a plan?” he asked.


“This is the plan.”


The telepathic bolt shot out from her, into Scott’s brain. He slumped toward her, instantly unconscious.


So easy, she thought. He’s always trusted me. He let me into his mind without hesitation, without putting up any defense.


She hoped he would forgive her.


Nightcrawler materialized in a puff of brimstone, his bright yellow eyes wide. Before he could speak, she pressed Scott’s limp form into his arms.


“Take him aft,” she said. “Secure yourself and the others, and prepare for takeoff.”


Nightcrawler hesitated. “You are certain you can survive this?”


“I’ll get us down.”


The blue mutant grimaced, wrapped his arms tightly around his leader’s body. Then he teleported away, taking Cyclops with him.


“You too, Doc.” Jean started toward the pilot’s seat. “Make sure that life-cell’s locked up tight. This might get bumpy.”


Corbeau opened his mouth as if to protest. Then that fear crept into his eyes again, and he rose from the chair. He edged around her and scurried, catlike, toward the aft compartment.


Jean was alone. Alone with a deadly mission, a deep feeling of dread… and something else, too. A sense of control, of power that she’d never known before. An inner strength, bubbling up from deep inside. Whatever it was…


…it had made itself known, she realized, the moment she’d rendered Scott unconscious.


Trembling, she lowered herself into the pilot’s seat and toggled the engines to life.


* * *


Now


THE SHUTTLE swooped downward, its nose dipping toward the ground. Jean swore as she lurched forward in her seat. She reached out to activate the restraints—and screamed as a wave of radiation blasted through her.


Curling up in a ball, she willed her telekinetic shields to full strength. The agony receded as her mutant power filtered the radiation, but some of the blast had made it through. She could feel it roiling inside her, burrowing in, slithering around her DNA.


Stupid! She’d lost concentration, allowed her shielding to weaken. One more lapse like that and she’d be…


…well, she’d be dead a little bit sooner. Maybe before she could finish her mission.


Jean.


She jumped. Scott?


No. This “voice” was sharper, clearer. The deep, cultured tones of a telepath.


Professor, she replied.


I’m so sorry, my child. His thoughts were so clear, he might have been sitting beside her instead of locked up in the life-cell. It should have been me. I should have been the one to—


To sacrifice yourself?


Well…


Professor, I’m flying blind here. I’ve tried to reboot the sensors, but it’s no use. I don’t know if I can do this!


Jean, listen to me. You are the most powerful telepath on Earth.


Ha! Next to you.


The. Most. Powerful. He paused. You have all the information you need.


She closed her eyes, turned her mind again to everything she’d absorbed. There was so much of it! Corbeau’s memories were a mass of information, a sea of data. There was no time—


Jean, listen! Do you remember the meditation exercises I taught you?


She nodded instinctively.


Use them now.


Professor, it’s so hot in here. My face is on fire. My stomach feels like a pretzel—


JEAN.


His thoughts were louder now, and cold, like those of a disappointed teacher. He’d only taken that tone with her a few times before, when—as a young pupil, overwhelmed by the thoughts of those around her—she’d allowed self-pity to interfere with her studies.


You must do this. There is no one else. If there were…


She stared at the screens, at a cloud of static.


I understand, she said.


Grab hold of the control stick, the Professor instructed. The time is coming. She reached out with both hands and grasped the stick like a lifeline—which, she realized, was exactly what it was.


Now, he continued. Breathe.


She stared straight ahead, willing her consciousness to remain within this confined space. That was a lesson he’d taught her. For a telepath, control is essential. Containment is everything.


I’ve taught you everything I can, the Professor sent. Now it’s up to you.


She caught a flash of pain. His injuries, she realized. They must be worse than he let on.


It’s nothing, he said. And then, again: I truly am sorry.


Xavier broke the connection. The entire exchange had passed in a matter of seconds.


Fighting back the sense of being alone again, Jean willed herself to breathe regularly. In, out. In, out. She focused on the control stick, firm and unyielding in her hands. Forced herself to ignore the raging energies all around.


For a third time, she saw herself under the trees, Scott’s hand warm in hers. “I love the fall,” she said again.


Scott turned to her, nodding, smiling a tight smile. This time, when he spoke, she remembered his words.


“It’s when things start to die.”


At the time, she’d laughed. So dour, her boyfriend. So serious! Scott was a sensitive soul, a gentle man who probably would have been happier living a quiet life. Yet he’d agreed to lead the X-Men because someone had to, and because he was the best choice for the job. And since that day, every decision—every sacrifice—had taken a toll on him. Every loss was a blow to his heart.


He was about to receive another blow.


A strange tingling sensation manifested on her skin. She looked down at her hands, still locked around the stick, and gasped.


Her flesh was… unraveling. Cracking, splitting, peeling away before her eyes. The skin was turning odd colors: mold green, neon blue, deep red. She could feel the radiation seeping past her shields, spreading throughout her body. Muscles straining and stretching, cellular walls distending and breaking down. Bones straining to break free.


One of the cracks on her palm grew wider. A little flame rose up, crimson red, spreading outward like avian wings. When she leaned down to stare at it, it vanished.


What was happening to her?


She remembered the Professor’s words. The time is coming.


There was nothing to do but wait.


* * *


One hour earlier


JEAN RAN through the prelaunch procedures, eyes darting from one screen to the next. Cabin pressure: nominal. Landing gear: operative. Surface actuators: online. The engines thrummed in her ears—a bit uneven, but growing louder. In a few minutes, they’d be ready for launch.


The remote manipulating arms were shot, but that didn’t matter. She stood up and moved to the side bulkhead, running a quick test on the exterior cameras. The aft cam had an off-center view of the hangar bay’s door. She could see the leading edge of the fire that was consuming the station, flames licking at the doorway.


“What you doin’, Jeannie?”


She whirled around. Wolverine crouched there, as if ready for battle. His eyes were hidden behind the white lenses of his mask.


“You startled me,” she said.


“First time ever,” he replied. “Ain’t easy to get past your defenses.”


She grimaced. Innuendo aside, Logan was right. Telepaths were notoriously difficult to surprise.


“I was distracted.” She sighed. “I told Corbeau to lock the life-cell.”


“I got lockpicks.” He grinned, held up his fist, and unsheathed one of his six deadly claws with an audible snikt. “Built in.”


“What do you want, Logan?”


“I want you to get back in the life-cell and let me take the wheel.”


She said nothing. Her eyes flicked to one of the screens. Fuel supply at two-thirds…


“I ain’t kiddin’, Jean. You know about my healing power… I can bounce back from just about anything. That flare ain’t gonna unravel my genes.”


“Logan, we don’t have time for this.”


“And what about your boyfriend?” He jerked a thumb back toward the aft compartment. “Cyke’s about to start bawling, and I can’t take a whole hour of that.”


Despite herself, despite the impending tragedy of the situation, she laughed. Wolverine was one of the newer X-Men—she hadn’t known him very long. He was crude, rough, and prone to disregard orders. She knew very little of his background, other than a few vague references to the Canadian special service. His claws resembled some sort of cybernetic implants, as opposed to a natural mutation.


What she did know was that he’d been nursing a serious crush on her for months. She’d resisted allowing any such feelings in return. What a cliché—the woman with the dependable boyfriend, attracted to the bad boy! But she couldn’t deny the strange rapport they seemed to share.


“My power will protect me,” she said. But her voice sounded weak, even to herself.


“Jean, you got a lot of years ahead of you.” He took a step forward—blocking her way to the pilot’s seat. “Me, I’ve lived long enough.”


“I feel like I’ve been alive forever,” she whispered.


He frowned.


“Logan, I can fly the shuttle—you can’t. That’s all that matters.” She smiled, trying to keep the tears out of her eyes. “This is our only shot.”


The engines hummed louder. Two beeps from the flight console indicated that the prelaunch was almost complete.


“This isn’t you, kid.” Wolverine balled up his fists. “You ain’t made for this.”


Again she felt a burst of anger. Just like Scott, she thought. They don’t understand. They’ll never understand.


She took a step forward, challenging Logan directly. He snarled, looked into her eyes—and stopped in his tracks.


“Huh,” he said.


“You’re right,” she said, keeping her voice even. “It’s not me. But if I’m me—if I follow orders, if I hang back and let someone else drive—then we’re all dead.”


He stared at her. His eyes shifted to the flight console, pausing on the aft-camera viewscreen. The fire had reached the hangar deck, blazing across banks of computers and monitor screens. It would reach the shuttle within seconds.


His head swiveled back. “I could stop you,” he hissed.


She just stared back.


A sharp chime went off. She turned to see the same text displayed on all ten of the screens:


LAUNCH ENABLED


When she turned back, Logan was gone.


Trembling, she seated herself in the pilot’s chair. Logan was a loose cannon, probably the most dangerous mutant the X-Men had ever recruited. And he hadn’t been bluffing. Jean’s power was formidable, but if he’d decided to move her by force, she wouldn’t have been able to stop him. Logan was a killer, but she’d stood her ground—shown him determination that matched his own. She’d forced him to make a choice, and he’d chosen to back down.


She sat alone for a moment, thinking of a good man whom she loved very much, sitting in agony in the life-cell. And another man who loved her exactly as she was—whose touch she’d never know, but who’d just made the agonizing decision to let her die.


Scott would survive. He’d be devastated, and it might take years for him to recover from the loss. But eventually he would put her memory aside and move on.


Logan, though…


Somehow she knew: This will cost him.


An alarm rang out: the fire had reached the outer hull. Jean Grey hissed in a deep breath. Then she shook her head, reached for the controls, and fired off the engines.


* * *


Now


ALL AT once the flare passed. The shuttle’s engines coughed; instruments began to click and reboot; screens flickered brighter. The comms system blared to life with a hundred overlapping messages.


“—ust coming back up now—”


“—Tower One, do you read—”


“—ergency broadcast system, back online—”


Jean shook her head, struggling to clear her thoughts. The fires dancing across her skin had receded, the air felt cooler. But the radiation still boiled within her body.


“—flare has receded—”


“—ease keep all channels clear—”


Telekinetically she toggled the comms system off. Her hands were still wrapped around the control stick. She tested it, tugging slightly, and a message appeared on the nearest screen.


ENGINE CONTROLS REBOOTING


The Professor’s words echoed in her mind: The time is coming.


The center screen flickered to life. A haze of red and yellow began to resolve, to take shape. Autumn leaves—hanging from a grove of trees, hundreds of them. Directly below, in the shuttle’s path.


And another voice, from the depths of her memory: When things start to die.


A beep from the flight console. New text appeared on the smaller screen.


ENGINES ONLINE


She pulled back hard on the stick. The shuttle lurched, g-force pressing her back in her chair. She grunted, pulled again, and gasped as the forward-screen image swung upward with dizzying speed. Bright sky, blue and clear, filled the display.


She let out a cry of joy.


Accessing Corbeau’s memories, she reached out with her mind and called up a GPS map. The tree-lined area below, she saw, was called Rockaway Community Park. It jutted out along Jamaica Bay, on the south side of Long Island—New York City, on the edge of Brooklyn and Queens. And just across the bay…


The small screen turned red.


DANGER


ENGINE FAILURE


The shuttle sputtered, went quiet, and began to drop. Jean’s stomach seemed to flip upside down. She leaned forward, pulling at the stick. No response.


The voice returned. An ancient presence that was her, and yet not her.


Time to die, it said.


Jean dove into Corbeau’s memories, racing through the options one by one. Main engines: offline. Emergency bailout: no time, and Scott and the others would still be trapped in the life-cell. Landing gear: at this speed, it would be crushed on impact.


It’s all right, the voice said.


Shut up, she told it. Shut up shut up SHUT UP!


There was one chance: the elevons. Corbeau had designed the shuttle to function in glide mode, without the engines. Probably just to show off, she realized. Now his ego might save all their lives.


Quickly, expertly, she extended the wings to their full span. The shuttle bucked and slowed as air pounded against the wings. Jean shook in her seat. They were still dropping fast, but she’d managed to achieve a measure of control over their course.


Now all I need is someplace to land!


Straining, forcing the elevons down and over, she steered the plunging bird toward JFK Airport. Buildings slid by, low and dark, leading to a thick control tower studded with lights. Beyond, a thin green-gray landing strip stretched out like a finger, ending at the blue glimmering bay.


She flipped the comms system back on.


“—maintain holding pattern—”


“—hailing unidentified—”


“Mayday!” she called. “JFK flight control, I’m coming in hot. Clear all traffic, please!”


A flurry of crosstalk.


“Unidentified bird, this is control tower. You are too low. Repeat…”


She checked the altitude: 210 meters. The controller was right. At this rate of descent, she’d never clear the buildings.


Jean reached out telekinetically, forcing her power to surround the entire shuttle. She seized hold, struggling to keep its plummeting bulk in check. Then she gritted her teeth and lifted.


The shuttle swooped upward, barely clearing the main tower, and lurched down toward the tarmac. Jean felt a brief moment of triumph—


—before the impact shattered her spine.


The shuttle gouged a scar in the runway, then bounced sideways toward the adjoining grass. Sparks rose from its underbelly as it veered back, slamming down hard again. Momentum drove it forward, plowing a hot furrow through the tarmac.


Jean was conscious of a burning sensation, a fire spreading through her broken body. The minds of her friends, her lover, her teacher—all of them cried out from their confinement in the back of the shuttle. She had no strength left to shut them out.


This is the end, she thought.


No, the voice that was not her replied. It’s the beginning.


As the shuttle screamed forward, Jean’s consciousness exploded. Images flooded her mind. Flames dancing on skin; worlds exploding, dying in paroxysms of fire. A cruel woman in leather and boots, with hair like ice.


She saw Cyclops shackled, his face covered in crimson metal. Mouth open in a silent scream.


The shuttle bounced once more, the fuselage cracking in half. Two severed pieces dangled in midair, then plunged into the bay. Engines coughed briefly to life and sputtered out again. Jean Grey made no move toward the controls, no mental effort to prevent the vessel from sinking.


She was already dead.


* * *


CYCLOPS BROKE the surface, spitting filthy salt water. He gasped as a wave washed over him, then flexed powerful arms, thrusting upward to keep his head above water.


He looked around as best he could, surveying the scene through the crimson lenses of his visor. Over on the airport tarmac, emergency lights flashed. The edge of the runway hung jagged, crumbling off into the bay. The shuttle had done considerable damage on its way down.


Some of the other X-Men bobbed and floated, dazed, just a few feet away. Logan, Storm, and Nightcrawler were the closest. Just past them, Dr. Corbeau used a lifeguard’s shoulder-hold to keep the dazed Professor X above the water. Surprisingly, the Professor seemed to be regaining consciousness.


That was everyone. Almost.


All but one.


“Storm, Kurt,” he called. “Get Corbeau and the Professor to safety.”


Storm started to answer, then coughed. “One moment, Scott.”


“Ja,” Nightcrawler said.


“No hurry.” Corbeau shook water out of his thick hair. “I trained for the Olympic swim team, back in college.”


The dull whir of a helicopter echoed from above. NYPD no doubt, responding to the crash. Hopefully the Professor would recover soon—for his own sake, of course, but his mental powers could also prevent the rescue teams from noticing a pack of costumed mutants floating in the bay.


I can’t worry about that now, Cyclops thought. He cast his eyes down toward the water, where the shuttle had sunk beneath the murk. Then he thrust his head upward and began gulping as much air as he could.


The water began to churn. He looked over to see Wolverine chopping toward him, teeth gritted.


“I’m going down for her, Logan,” Cyclops said. “Try to stop me, I swear I’ll kill you.”


“I ain’t stoppin’ you, Cyke. I’m coming with.”


No, Cyclops thought. She’s my love—my responsibility. I have to save her!


Yet there was no denying Wolverine’s stamina. Of the two of them, Logan probably had a better chance of rescuing Jean. Cyclops nodded reluctantly.


They raised their arms, prepared to dive—and Wolverine froze. His eyes went wide as he sniffed the air. Cyclops shot him a look, then realized the water was bubbling all around them. Even through his insulated uniform, he could feel the temperature rising.


All at once the surface seemed to explode, flaring upward in a glow of iridescent fire. Cyclops tumbled one way, catching a face-full of bay water, as Logan was tossed in the other direction. Between them, a gleaming, shining blur of a figure shot up into the sky.


Wiping the water off his visor, Cyclops gasped.


Jean Grey hung suspended in the air, eyes closed, her arms raised toward the sky. Slowly she opened her eyes and turned to look down, like a monarch surveying her subjects. When she spoke, her voice seemed to fill the air.


“HEAR ME, X-MEN,” she said. “NO LONGER AM I THE WOMAN YOU KNEW.”


Cyclops’s brow furrowed. Somehow Jean was wearing a new costume. It gleamed green and gold, its long sash whipping in the wind.


“I AM FIRE,” she continued, “AND LIFE INCARNATE.”


It was her, and yet it wasn’t. Everything about her had changed.


Where did that come from? Jean’s never exhibited that level of telekinetic ability before…


“NOW AND FOREVER: I AM PHOENIX!”


“Jean!” he called.


At the sound of his voice she looked down. She seemed to struggle to focus, and then her expression softened. A look of fear crossed her face; she grabbed her temples and screamed.


“Jean!”


For a long moment she flared bright. Fiery wings seemed to flash outward from her body, blocking out the sun. The police helicopter halted in its approach and circled back, keeping its distance.


Then the energy died.


Jean gasped, went dark, and dropped from the sky.


When she struck the water, Cyclops was the first to reach her. He waved Logan away and hoisted her up, keeping her head above the surface.


“Jean?” he said. “Jean!”


No response.


“She’s breathin’,” Wolverine said.


Cyclops rested his head on her chest and heaved a sigh of relief. Her heartbeat was strong.


He floated in the water, holding her, waiting for the helicopter to return. Then he realized that the Professor had recovered enough to reach out and alter the perceptions of the rescue teams. When their way was clear, Xavier sent a mental signal. Cyclops hesitated, casting a final look down into the depths of the bay.


“Scott?” Storm called.


He turned to follow the others, paddling slowly toward shore. Keeping a tight grip on Jean Grey, the woman he loved. The woman he would always love, he knew with fierce determination—every moment of every day, for the rest of his life.
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CHAPTER ONE
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One year later


KITTY PRYDE was bored. She’d just sat through a junior-level calculus lecture that was so obvious she could practically mouth the words along with the teacher. All around her, kids two years older than her frowned and took notes, struggling to keep up.


She was getting one of those headaches again, too.


When the bell rang, she texted her friend Robin.


NEED SOME AIR!


Robin was already up on the roof, so Kitty bounded up the steps two at a time and thrust open the door. She was wearing jeans and a short-sleeved shirt, and the fall air made her shiver.


Robin stood leaning against a railing, over past the horticulture club’s outdoor roof garden. She was taller than Kitty, but gawky, and her eyes were glued to her phone.


“Hey, Kats,” she said without looking up.


“Yo, Birds,” Kitty replied. She started over toward her friend, then winced. The headache was growing stronger. It seemed to come from way inside, as if someone had installed an electric motor at the base of her skull.


Robin didn’t even notice. “Dad, man!” she said, running a finger down her phone screen. “Enough with the texts. Tell me I’m not alone, Kats. Do your parents insist on turning Christmas into a logistical nightmare, months ahead of time?”


“Chanukah. Remember?”


“Chanukah, right.” Still staring at her phone, she added, “Oh great, another assignment in Dumbass Illinois History. I thought high school would be awesome, Kats. Remember how we couldn’t wait to get out of Deerfield Middle?”


“Yeah.”


“But this place sucks. It sucks 24–7. Nobody here even plays Dragon Quest except you.”


Kitty staggered, bracing herself against a lawn chair left behind by the horticulture kids. The doctors hadn’t been able to identify the source of her headaches, but the pain was getting worse—and more frequent, too. She had an MRI scheduled for next week. Maybe that would show something…


“Dad, come on! Take a pill!” Robin didn’t look up from her phone. “Ever since he and Mom broke up, he just won’t leave me— hey, what’s up with your parents? Are they really splitting up, or is that just some Real Housewives-type drama?”


“B-birds…”


The pain seemed to pulsate through Kitty’s head. She leaned forward and grabbed her temples.


Please, God, she thought. I’m only thirteen and a half. I can’t be dying!


“Oh, dude, that’s the bell.” Robin’s voice seemed very far away. “We’re gonna be late. Ah, I don’t even care anymore. Suspend me, lock me up, shoot me at dawn. Anything’s better than Deerfield High.”


Then something new happened. The pain seemed to dissolve, melting into a strange tingling sensation. It tingled from her head down through her torso, and out into her arms and legs. She felt limp, helpless.


“Kats?”


Almost in slow motion, Kitty saw her friend approaching. Then Robin’s eyes went wide. She stopped short, her expression turning to shock.


I’m falling, Kitty realized. The roof grew closer, closer… She held out her arms to protect her face from the impact.


The impact didn’t come.


She just kept falling.


Kitty was vaguely aware of wooden beams, fiberglass insulation, and… a dead rat? And then she was in a large room, with screens and diagrams and the periodic table on the walls. Kids were running around, wearing lab smocks and visors, holding up beakers and instruments. Ms. Gennaro, the biology teacher, whirled to look up in surprise.


The bio lab? But that’s…


Kitty flailed around. Her hand struck a glass jar, knocking it off a counter. It shattered on the floor, spilling formaldehyde-preserved cockroaches.


Again she fell. Again she winced, and again she kept moving. The tingling sensation spread through her body, phasing her through the floor…


…to the media lab. Her classmate Ahmed jumped to his feet, mouthing her name, as she plummeted down in front of him. She passed right through his display in a shower of sparks. The screen turned to static, ruining the CGI model spaceship he’d been building. She didn’t even have time to apologize…


…before she found herself plunging down through the rafters of the gymnasium. No, she thought. This has to stop. Whatever it is, STOP!


All at once, the sensation faded. The pain, the tingling—all of it vanished. Kitty dropped like a rock, landing on a couple of girls, knocking them off their feet. The basketball they’d been passing dropped to the floor and bounced away.


She looked up, dazed. A dozen tall girls stood surrounding her, all dressed in shorts and loose shirts.


Great.


Seniors.


“Hey, guys.” She grimaced. “Go Deerfield?”


They stared. A couple shook their heads.


“What the hell…” Mr. Dido, the gym teacher, pushed his way through the mob of seniors. When he caught sight of Kitty, his unibrow furrowed. “Pryde? You’re out of uniform!”


A tall black girl turned to him. “ That’s your problem here?”


“She just fell, like, thirty feet!” another girl said.


Kitty looked up at the ceiling. There was no hole, no debris—no sign of her passage. Which meant only one thing could have happened.


One impossible thing.


Before Mr. Dido could reassert his precarious authority, an ancient speaker on the wall crackled to life.


“kkkTENTION… WILL kkkKATHERINE PRYDE PLEASE REPORrrrrkkkk PRINCIPAL’S OFFICE IMMEDIATELY…”


Wow. Kitty was almost impressed. This day actually managed to get worse!


The girls were still staring at her. Some of them seemed amused, others looked curious. Mr. Dido stepped forward, glaring.


“You heard the announcement.” He gestured at the wall speaker. “Saves me the trouble.”


Kitty turned and trudged away. Whispers and muffled laughter followed her through the door. She pulled out her phone, called up the chat app, and texted Robin.


BIRDS. YOU WON’T BELIEVE WHERE I’M HEADED.


The reply was quick and devastating.


STAY AWAY FROM ME, KATHERINE.


Kitty went numb. She recalled the expression on Robin’s face, the last glimpse she’d had of her friend on the roof. That look… it wasn’t just shock and surprise. There’d been… disgust, too.


A trio of emojis popped up on the phone. Godzilla, a two-headed man, and a radiation symbol. Kitty didn’t need a translation program to know what that meant.


Mutant.


Trudging down the empty hallway, she was barely aware of her surroundings. She’d had one real friend in this school, and now she had zero. The aide waved her into the principal’s office. Kitty pushed open the door, swallowing nervously.


An elegant woman in a business suit stepped up to meet her. “Hi, Kitten.”


“Mom?” Kitty looked around the small office, instinctively seeking an exit. “Dad? What are you doing here?”
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