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ONE


COLD wind blew from the north down the deserted stretch of Park Avenue, somewhere in the East Seventies. Kate Pryde remembered walking these streets with the X-Men as a girl—she’d been, what, thirteen when she first joined up?


A lot had changed in the last twenty years. Everything had started to fall apart so fast after she joined the X-Men. The Brotherhood had assassinated Senator Kelly, Charles Xavier and Moira MacTaggert had died not long after, and Project Wideawake had quickly set off the long tragic slide to the present.


The past was past. There was no changing it. She—like every other mutant still living under Sentinel rule—couldn’t afford to look back or look forward. All they could do was try to survive every day.


But maybe, just maybe, they were about to change that. She and Ororo and Peter, Franklin and Rachel and Magneto.


And Logan. It all depended on Logan.


Kate picked up her pace. She’d hurried through her delivery, trying to get ahead of schedule so the Sentinels wouldn’t be suspicious of her. They could track the location of her inhibitor collar, so she didn’t dare take the shortest route between Hunter College and the bus stop at Fifth and 79th, where she could board and ride back to the South Bronx. The buses didn’t stop on every block like they used to, and most of the subways weren’t running at all. It was a death sentence for mutants to travel alone through the disused tunnels—or most other places in the city. They were safer in the camp.


This particular neighborhood was hardcore Rogue territory. The Rogues were a criminal Mafia now, more or less, but they had their beginnings in the organized anti-mutant militias of the 2020s. Of all the places in the city for Logan to want to meet, he had to pick Rogue territory. It made a kind of sense, since the Sentinels didn’t even bother monitoring this part of the city. The Rogues did their work for them here. New York was honeycombed with underground warrens and tunnel complexes—it always had been. And now, with the Sentinels patrolling the surface, underground pathways were even more important. The Rogues controlled many of the subterranean crossroads in this part of Manhattan. They didn’t like the Sentinels, but they liked mutants even less.


Kate was breathing hard, having run for the past half-mile or more to get ahead of schedule so her planned stop wouldn’t make her late. This part of Park Avenue had been the scene of a number of guerrilla battles, back when people were still resisting the Sentinels. Now it was strewn with wreckage and rubble. Parts of the sidewalk were gone—the gaps overlaid with sheets of plywood, corrugated roofing, anything people could find. Kate crept along the edge of one of those sheets, testing each step as she went. New York City, once one of humankind’s great achievements, was now an endless series of lethal booby traps—especially for a mutant alone.


That was what Sentinel rule had done. Ruthlessly adhering to their mutant-control directive, they had crushed any and all resistance, destroying large swathes of cities to root out their enemies and leaving the rest lawless ruins. The majority of mutants were dead, and most of the rest had been relegated to the South Bronx internment camp Kate was returning to now. Only one, as far as she knew, was still at large, but how long would it be until the Sentinels rounded up Logan, too? There weren’t enough mutants left to make a difference to their own fate. At least that was how it seemed most of the time.


But maybe they were about to do something about that. She didn’t dare hope, exactly, but for the first time in years Kate Pryde could understand not being hopeless. Not everyone hated mutants. Not everyone believed in the Sentinels’ plan. Not everyone—


Kate’s foot caught on a broken board, and she stumbled. The plywood sheet under her foot gave and tilted spilling her not into a hole, but down a steep ramp into darkness. She tumbled and landed hard, realizing that she’d walked into a trap. And in Rogue territory, that could mean only one thing:


The three men looking at her from the other side of the room were Rogues, and she was in a lot of trouble.


She was in some kind of living space, with filthy mattresses along the walls. The three men stood, looking at her with malevolent glee, around a tabletop covered with the remains of a thousand melted candles. The walls were lined with rusted and bent metal shelving units, some of which still had ancient canned goods on them. The toxins in those cans had probably mutated to the point where they could have joined the X-Men—had there still been X-Men to join.


“Hey, look what we got here,” one of the men said. The Rogues were known to costume themselves in outrageous ways; this one wore a Mohawk, feathers in his hair, and face paint. He was flanked by a Mad Hatter and a bedraggled-looking frontier type, both with clubs. “Little mutie tripped and fell. What are you doing out of the camp, little mutie?”


“Sentinel business,” she said, not that it would do any good.


It was true. She was returning from a delivery. She had permission from the Sentinels.


What she had delivered were samples of mutant tissue. Where she had delivered them to was an experimental facility built into what had once been a science lab at Hunter College. It was still a science lab, but the people working there now weren’t professors. They were handpicked by the Sentinels for two qualities: scientific expertise and implacable hostility toward mutants.


The latter was a quality the Rogues shared. All three of them were looking at the inhibitor collar exposed when her coat had come open during her tumble down the ramp.


“Inhibitor collar says you’re fair game, little mutie,” the Mad Hatter said. All three men stepped closer, closing the ring around Kate. “And even if you are on Sentinel business, we hate them almost as much as we hate you.”


Mohawk took a step in front of the other two, leering at her. “Beg all you want, sweetheart. Scream all you want. Even if people hear, no one’s coming to help you.” He took another step. “You’re gonna be a long time dyin’, mutie.”


Maybe so, Kate thought. But I’m not just going to let it happen.


Expecting her to be cowed, Mohawk came a little too close. Kate—her long-ago Danger Room training still deep in her muscle memory—snapped a straight kick right up into his gut, aiming for the bundle of nerves at the solar plexus. She made solid contact; Mohawk whoofed out air and doubled over, dropping to his knees. A crash sounded from behind him, somewhere in the darkness beyond the reach of the candles on the table. Then a second sound, a meaty crunch she recognized all too well from the violence she’d witnessed in recent years. Were the other two fighting over something? Over her?


Kate scrambled backward away from Mohawk. On his hands and knees, he growled, “Robbo, George—get her. Hold her. I’m gonna flay this mutie alive, and then the fun’s gonna start.”


“No you’re not, bub,” came a new voice in the room, and from the darkness stepped Logan. He kicked aside the unconscious Mad Hatter’s top hat; it rolled around in a curve to bump up against the equally unconscious prospector. “You’re gonna step back from the lady or join your two pals here in the land of traumatic brain injuries.”


Relief crashed over Kate when she saw Logan. He’d tracked her—he must have. But had the Sentinels tracked him? If he hadn’t used his claws, they wouldn’t have noticed any mutant activi—unless they’d developed some new surveillance tech. She didn’t know. They were always creating new ways to find and kill mutants…and mutant sympathizers, or anyone else they thought might oppose their plans.


“You giving Big Alex orders? On his own turf? Is that what you’re doing, short stuff?” Mohawk drew a knife. “Cool. I like to earn my fun. You want the little mutie, old man, you come get her.”


“If you say so,” Logan said. “But don’t say I didn’t warn you.” He stepped forward to meet Big Alex.


Kate’s heart jumped into her throat when she saw his hands drop to waist level and his fists turn over, just as he always had right before unsheathing his claws. No, Logan, she thought. Don’t do it. You’ll bring the Sentinels! But there was no snikt, and no claws. Old habits—in Logan’s case, nearly two hundred years old—were hard, but not impossible, to break.


Big Alex took a swipe with his knife, all ferocity and no skill. Logan angled his body just enough for the blade’s edge to pass an inch from his chin. His weight shifted to one leg and the other came up in a sweeping kick that knocked the knife from Big Alex’s hand. The Rogue’s momentum was still carrying him forward, and Logan treated him to an elbow on his way by. The impact on the back of Big Alex’s head made Kate a little sick to her stomach. As Big Alex went down, Logan turned, dropped to drive a knee into the small of his back, and delivered two more punches whose impact Kate couldn’t see but could hear all too clearly.


Then he stood up, rolled his shoulders to loosen them up, and turned around. “You okay, Kate?”


She stood. “I’m fine. But calls this close, I can live without.”


“I know what you mean.” He looked up the ramp and listened for a moment. “Come on. Let’s roll.”


When they were out on the street again, Kate started to relax—at least as much as a mutant in New York, under Sentinel control, could ever relax. “So tell me, Colonel Logan. How’s life in the Canadian Resistance Army?”


“Thrill a minute, darlin’,” Logan said. “The word from London is that everything’s on automatic. The minute the Sentinels start to move out of North America, every nuclear power is going to launch a full-scale strike.”


“Then it’s up to the X-Men,” Kate said. It felt good to say it, as if the words could give the X-Men the power they’d once had.


“As always, right?” Logan held out his hand, palm up, displaying a small machined piece of metal. It was a short tube with a set of coils around its middle and a disc attached to one side of the coils. “Here you go. Last bit of the Jammer. The FCA eggheads made it out of an alloy that shouldn’t show up on Sentinel scanners. You oughta be able to walk right into the camp with it.”


“Easy for you to say.”


“Sure is,” Logan agreed. “Phase Two begins at midnight sharp. You’ll see the sign I left. Be ready.”


“We will.” She paused, not quite ready to leave him yet. Seeing a free mutant was wonderful, inspiring even, but knowing she would soon be walking back through the gates of the camp made Kate want to run away. Maybe to Canada. But she couldn’t leave her friends. As she had said, it was up to the X-Men.


“You think this will work?” she asked, just to keep the conversation going a little longer.


“It better,” Logan said. “There’re a thousand warheads pointed at us, and some itchy trigger fingers on their buttons. The second Europe thinks the Sentinels are moving out past North America, we’re gonna be so much ash up in the jetstream.”


Something about this image struck Kate. It reminded her of her life before the inhibitor collar, when she had been able to phase. The feeling of individual molecules passing through her body, the incredible rush of knowing you could do something that maybe only one other person in the world could do.


A lot had changed.


Maybe they could change it back.


“Get on home, little Kit,” Logan said. “You don’t want the Sentinels looking at you too close.”


Kate zipped up her camp jumpsuit over the Jammer component, tucked into a tear in the inside lining. “We won’t get another chance, will we?”


“Nope. If this doesn’t work, we’re all gonna die, kid. Simple as that.”


She nodded.


“That’s why it has to work.” Logan climbed up onto the street and reached down to give Kate a hand up. “Catch you later,” he said. “You know when and where.”


Again she nodded. She was dying to talk about it, but they’d already said more than was prudent, given the possibility of Sentinel surveillance.


Kate felt Logan’s eyes on her as she walked the last few blocks to the bus station across Fifth Avenue from Central Park, where the 79th Street transverse road disappeared into the forest. It had been a long time, more than a decade, since New York City had last maintained the park. The buses themselves hadn’t run on diesel or natural gas or electricity for about that long. Now they were pulled by teams of horses.


She boarded a bus and instinctively looked for a spot away from other passengers. She was keenly aware not just of her inhibitor collar, but also of her camp coverall which bore a large black M on the back branding her as a mutant. The Sentinels and their human abettors had issued classifications as part of the Mutant Control Act of 2019. “H” meant regular “Human,” free of active mutations or genetic predisposition to them. This group didn’t have to dress or conduct themselves in any particular way, but many of them wore a block H on their clothing as a mark of pride and genetic purity. “A” stood for “Anomalous,” a category of people whose genomes contained the potential for active mutations. As could not breed and were required to display their letter.


And then there was “M.” The only time an M was seen in the general populace was when the Sentinels sent one on a specific errand, as they had Kate. She heard the remarks as she boarded; she found no seat because everyone on the bus, H and A alike, spread out to prevent her from sitting nearby. This was partly human cruelty, but it was also a protective act. The Sentinels monitored interactions between mutants and other people, and Sentinel suspicion was something to be avoided at all costs.


So Kate stood watching the city go by at a horse’s walking pace, taking care to avoid eye contact with her fellow passengers. Attacks on mutants outside the camp were rare, but only because it was highly unusual for a mutant to be granted the privilege of exiting the base. Kate held that privilege dear, both because it was necessary to the plan and because it gave her a chance to see what was becoming of the United States of America. On the other hand, if that plan worked, she would never have need of her exit privileges again.


She looked up at the sky, dreary and spitting rain, and imagined what it might look like when the warheads began to fall.


In Canada, according to Logan, things were a little better—but only because Canadian mutants had seen what was coming, soon after Project Wideawake went active. They’d had time to plan, to get out of the cities and make themselves as hard to find as possible. Logan didn’t share much with Kate because neither of them knew when the Sentinels might interrogate her, but she had gathered from passing references that the Canadian super-team Alpha Flight might still be alive and active, somewhere northwest of the Great Lakes.


Not that Alpha Flight could do her any good from that far away. If the fragmentary remains of the once-proud X-Men were going to stave off a nuclear devastation of North America, they would have to do it from the South Bronx.
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TWO


KATE got off the bus near Yankee Stadium and crossed the parking lots to the camp gates, where two Sentinels stood guard. The first spoke as she approached. “Mutant 187, you are behind schedule. Explain.”


“I was attacked by Rogues on Park Avenue,” she said, choosing her words carefully to keep the Sentinels’ sensors from detecting hesitation or omission. She’d rehearsed possible responses for days, anticipating this scenario. “I escaped. That caused the delay.”


“Encephalo-scan indicates truthful response. Proceed.” Luckily for Kate, the Sentinel did not interrogate her further. It would have been very easy to get caught in a lie, which would likely mean execution on the spot. If the Sentinel were even slightly uncertain, it would subject her to a process of exhaustive and humiliating interrogations that might uncover the Jammer component. That would end the plan before it ever had a chance to begin.


But none of that happened. Quit with the flights of fancy, she told herself. You don’t need to imagine alternative futures—you’re about to live one.


At least she hoped she was. The next few hours would tell most of that story, one way or another.


Once she had passed through the security checkpoint at the gate, Kate walked along the fence line, staying away from the maze-like interior of the camp. It was dangerous in there. At the time of its construction, the camp had been organized into three sections. The first, near the front gates, consisted of a group of low buildings housing a research lab, medical facilities, and administrative offices.


Most of the original mutant inmates were now in the cemetery that occupied part of the space between the administrative complex and the main body of the camp. Here, a long double row of barracks stood in front of crumbling row houses. The whole capacity of the place had never been dedicated to mutants: From the beginning, it had also housed normal-human resisters and various other unfortunates deemed undesirable by the Sentinels. Some of these were members of anti-mutant groups whose violent tendencies put them on the wrong side of the Sentinels’ desire for order. Theoretically, they were not supposed to come into contact with the dwindling number of mutant inmates. In practice, the Sentinels looked the other way. A number of the mutants buried in the cemetery had died at the hands of other inmates. The most recent casualty had been Kurt Wagner, the mutant called Nightcrawler, just a year or so before.


After that incident, the Sentinels had confined the mutants to a single building in one corner of the camp, where sentries could keep a closer eye on them. Eventually, Kate knew, the Sentinels would achieve whatever research goal they had set themselves, and then they would kill the remaining mutants. Until then, however, the mutants had their own housing, with its own kitchen to keep them out of the camp dining area.


The original barracks buildings had been modified over the years, their clean, regular lines transformed into a jumble of makeshift barriers, catwalks, tunnels, and covered passages that reflected the Balkanization of the camp population. The nonmutant inmates came from various gangs and groups on the outside, and they brought those affiliations in with them. The Sentinels didn’t care unless violence broke out; when it did, their reprisals were swift and brutal. Several times since Kate had been brought to the camp, Sentinels had burned part of it down. Then the inmates rebuilt—further altering the original, orderly layout.


Just as no mutant would willingly go into Rogue territory on the outside, no mutant would willingly enter that warren. Kate headed for the medical facility, sticking to the open spaces within sight of the Sentinel guards posted along the fence. She walked by Kurt’s grave, and tried not to look at all the others. The past was past. She had to stay focused on the future—on making sure they would have one.


She returned the medical case to the camp infirmary, where the doctors dismissed her without looking her in the eye. To them, she was subhuman, an aberrant strain, a genetic dead end soon to be eliminated from the species. Maybe some of them didn’t believe that, but in the camp it didn’t matter what you believed. What mattered were your actions, and the H-class humans who worked for the Sentinels were utterly complicit in the ongoing mutant genocide in North America. Thinking of it made Kate wonder whether maybe Magneto hadn’t been right all along.


On the other hand, Magneto himself had traded in his former militancy for a weary, plodding cynicism. Mutants were too few and too far gone, perhaps, to believe that militant action would do any good.


Unless the Jammer worked. It was their last chance.


The rest of the X-Men…Kate caught herself. It was easy to think of them still as the X-Men. But wasn’t that a dead appellation for a dead group, from a dead history? The X-Men had died when Charles Xavier died, really. Now they were just the rest of the surviving mutants, the last great hope of mutantkind in North America and maybe the world. And they were waiting for her in their small prefabricated sheet-metal barracks.


She stepped inside and immediately felt safer among her friends.


First to meet her inside the door was Ororo Munroe, Kate’s guiding light when she’d first come to the X-Men all those years ago. The intervening years showed in a slight rounding of Ororo’s features and figure—but she was still strong and graceful, with an air of calm command that belied her X-Men name: Storm. Just behind her came Franklin Richards who, having reached middle age, had the same pattern of gray at his temples as his late father, Reed Richards of the Fantastic Four.


Rachel Summers looked up from a table in the common space just inside the front doorway. Her red hair had been chopped raggedly short by her own hand; her face was perpetually drawn and pale, as if she hadn’t had a good night’s sleep in decades. Rachel was a mystery to the rest of them—even Franklin, whom Rachel had married soon after being imprisoned. Kate knew nothing about Rachel’s past, which seemed to be a forbidden topic of discussion. This had always struck her as unfair: Rachel was a telepath and therefore had probably learned everything there was to know about the rest of them before the Sentinels had forced an inhibitor collar on her.


Hanging back from the group was Magneto in his wheelchair. He’d been crippled by a Sentinel raid on his secret base in the Caribbean, during which all of his closest Brotherhood lieutenants had been killed. He looked much the same as he always had, Kate thought—his face lined, and his unruly shock of gray hair never changing. It was odd to see, in light of how the others had aged.


And next to Magneto stood Kate’s own husband, Peter Alexandreivich Rasputin. It had been a long time since anyone called him Colossus. Kate went to Peter and leaned into him, taking comfort as she always did from his size and his calm demeanor. Even when he wasn’t transformed into shining organic steel—as he had not done for many years—he was still a mountainous presence.


“Sorry I’m late,” she said. “I ran into a Rogue pack. They ran into Wolverine.” Concern passed across Peter’s face at the mention of Rogues, but disappeared at the mention of Wolverine.


“He didn’t do anything…?” Ororo let the question hang.


“No, nothing that would draw the Sentinels’ attention,” Kate said. “Logan’s smarter than that.”


“It’s not his intelligence I question, Kate,” Ororo said. “I question his temper.”


“Well, I have the final module,” Kate said. “Logan’s going to do his part at midnight, like we talked about. Phase One has to be complete by then.”


“Phase One,” Peter said. “How normal we make it sound, yet what we contemplate is so fantastic. I still cannot believe it is possible.”


“Strange words, Piotr Alexandreivich, coming from one who’s seen and done the things you have.” Magneto moved his wheelchair slowly across the broken asphalt. He was no longer an enemy—there were too few mutants left to permit differences among them—but he still stayed apart from the other five. Old separations, old enmities, took even longer than twenty years to fully die out.


Peter chuckled. “I have ever been a simple man, old friend. More farmer in my soul than super hero.”


“That may be what we need: a little touch of the New Soviet Man,” Magneto said. “Optimism. The will to move forward no matter what the cost. If there were any alternative, we would take it. But if we do nothing, the world will be at war by tomorrow. By the day after…North America will be craters and ashes. Our actions may not make things better, either for us or for humanity as a whole, but we certainly cannot make them worse.”


How easily he slipped into the role of leader, Kate noted. He spoke for them all, incorporated their concerns and fears, turned them into strength. No wonder he had been such a dangerous enemy.


“Rachel,” he was saying, wheeling himself closer to her and Franklin. “So much depends on you tonight.”


“I won’t fail, Magneto,” she said. “I’ve been meditating all day. Once the Jammer’s operational, we can start anytime.”


“Then what are we waiting for?” Kate blurted out. She immediately regretted her tone—she hadn’t meant to snap at anyone, but her nerves were getting the better of her, especially after her encounter with the Rogues. The plan depended on her as much as it did on Rachel, and the waiting—the endless preparation and speculation, the talking—it was killing her.


“A moment, my wife,” Peter said. She stopped and turned to him. The other four moved a respectful distance away. “I have doubts. Can this work? And even if it can, should it? We are proposing to toy with the basic fabric of reality. What happens if we succeed? What might we unmake?” He took her hands, an oddly courtly gesture against the backdrop of the camp. “We ourselves—this love of ours that has survived so much—it might cease to exist along with the Sentinels.”


“That’s a risk we have to take, Peter,” she said. “What does the love of two people matter against the lives of billions? I don’t even know what will happen to the younger me. I might unmake myself. But if our love was meant to be, it will be. We must believe that. Only this time, it will be in a world where our children can grow up free and unafraid. The Sentinels killed that, along with our…our children. If changing the past holds out even the slightest hope of undoing that, I’ll do it. No matter what else the cost.”


His head bowed, Peter listened to her. When she was done talking, he said simply, “I love you, Kate.”


“And I you, Peter…from the moment we first met.”


Now he smiled. “A lovely thing to say, but you were only thirteen. Just a girl. Love—true love—comes later.”


“And it will be there for us later, after I do this,” Kate said. “I need you to believe that. If you don’t believe it, how can I?”


“Then I will,” Peter said.


An hour later, the Jammer was assembled, and they had cleared out the small room. All of them gathered briefly for a last consultation.


“We do not know—and cannot know—exactly what will happen when this projection takes place,” Magneto said. “But you may be certain that the X-Men of twenty-two years ago will be highly skeptical. If I am remembering correctly, you will appear in the immediate aftermath of Jean Grey’s death. The team will be grappling with that and with Scott Summers’ decision to leave the X-Men for a time. Ororo, does that match your recollection?”


“Exactly,” Storm said.


“Are we sure this is the best way?” Franklin asked. “Seems to me we’re risking everything on a plan that—as powerful as we all know Rachel to be—really isn’t likely to work.”


“If you have a better idea, Franklin, we’re all listening,” Rachel said. He looked at her much as Peter was looking at Kate: a man uncomfortable in the knowledge that he was going to be a bystander while his wife took the lead—but also a man plainly worried for her, because none of them knew what was going to happen in the next hour. Perhaps the last hour of their lives.


“None of us has a better idea,” Ororo said. “We have talked this to death. It is time to act. If we are to die, let it not be passively.”


Magneto nodded. “I spent much of my childhood in a place like this,” he said. “I will not end my days in one.”


Franklin held his wife’s gaze a moment longer. Then he held up his hands. “All right. Let’s do it, then.”


Magneto turned back to Rachel. “How much time do you think you need to prepare?”


“I don’t know. I’ve never done anything like this before. A few minutes of quiet to gather myself, then…” She took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “Then let’s try it.”


“There’s not going to be any trying it,” Franklin said. “Either we do it or we’re all dead.”


“That’s really helping me focus, Franklin.” Rachel closed her eyes and sat still. Franklin started to say something, but Magneto held up a hand. Franklin cast a worried look back at Rachel, then led the others out of the room.


“Take time, Rachel,” Magneto said. “But not too much. Midnight is coming, and we will only have one chance.” Then he, too, was gone.


At last Rachel had a few minutes alone. She could prepare, could gather herself for a feat that even she did not know whether she could accomplish. She could ensure that Kate’s persona survived the wrenching transition from this future to her teenage self, anchored twenty-two years in the past.


She could also stew over past misdeeds and perform the fruitless calculus of transgression and atonement. How many good deeds, how many lives saved, could balance the years she had spent as Ahab’s hound, hunting down fugitive mutants in the early years of the Sentinel takeover?


None of the X-Men knew about her history, and Rachel wanted to keep it that way. Her sins were private. They knew her last name because the human staff of the camp used it, and Rachel had touched their minds enough to know they had drawn their own conclusions. But with so few mutants remaining, all of them knew better than to ask too many questions when the answers might create resentment and division. Sometimes she thought of telling them. It would be cathartic to unburden herself, but that benefit had to be balanced against their possible reaction upon learning she was responsible for so many of their friends’ deaths.


On the other hand, she had done what she had done to survive. That was the simple truth. If it did not give her peace, at least it allowed her to live with herself.


Guilty self-examination did not do much for her concentration. Rachel sat down and focused her thoughts. She slipped into the nourishing cadence of meditative breathing and stayed there, letting only the present matter.


She had survived the massacre at Xavier’s school. She had survived the purges and anti-mutant lynchings after that. She had done what she had to do to survive. And when she looked back at all those years, she could not believe that any path to redemption still lay open to her. Franklin believed in her—but perversely, that sharpened her own self-loathing. She did not deserve him. She would, she feared, fail his trust, as she had betrayed the trust of so many others before him.


Then Kate Pryde was walking back into the room, and Rachel no longer had the luxury of self-doubt.


“Are we ready?” Magneto asked, wheeling in behind Kate. Ororo, Peter, and Franklin followed behind him.


Franklin was the only one who approached Rachel. He took up a protective position behind her, hands resting on her shoulders—but she stiffened and said quietly, “I need a little space, Franklin.”


He stepped back. She didn’t look at him. If he was hurt, there was nothing she could do about that; knowing it would distract her.


Kitty leaned in close to Peter, who bent and kissed her once on top of her head and a second time on the lips. “Go, Kate,” he said. “We will do our part. Then return to us, my love.”


She nodded and walked over to the thin mattress. Here she would lie while her personality, her essence, was extracted and transmitted more than twenty years into the past.
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