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Introduction and Foreword 

Kyle Monroe provided a lot of the energy for this project by 
being an enthusiastic reader, a critical thinker, a fan of the 
source material, and a cheerleader who was always up for a 
conversation about what I might put my heroes through 
next. 

In true fan-fiction fashion, Kyle got off the bench and into 
the game in the second volume. His first story spanned a 
dozen characters, expanding the scope of the project 
dramatically—I then felt the need to find homes for all these 
new characters in the sprawling overall plot. I have 
subsequently edited the stories for consistency with the rest 
of the project, but my contribution to his efforts pales next 
to his contribution to mine. He gave me conversational and 
relational space to dream, and his enthusiasm and energy for 
the unfolding story was a big part of the impetus to get them 
written. Storytellers do much better with an audience. 

So, in volume 2, souls struggle free of their oppressive 
contexts. Forge and Cable thrash around in the Project, 
Braddock battles the Institute and her ninja trainers, Stark 
copes with his wealth and power. What does it mean to be 
free? What does it cost? What does it mean to be honorable 
and loyal? We find out as we take a look at a collection of 
traitors and betrayers. 

Andrew Shields, Author 

This is a work of fan fiction, adapting material from comic books, 
movies, and other sources. I do not claim to copyright the materials I 

have borrowed for this. This book may not be sold. 
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Unusual Alliances 
by Kyle Monroe 

Wednesday, February 27, 2002 

 “How you like my tie, petite?” Remy tugged at the bow 
tie that felt like it was cutting off the blood flow to his head. 
He was not accustomed to the rigors of formal wear. 

 “It‟s fine, sugah.” The tall woman at Remy‟s side smiled 
brilliantly. “You look great.” She frowned for a moment. 
“But must you wear the sunglasses?” 

 Remy pushed the shades down his nose to reveal his red 
irises surrounded entirely by black. “But de sunglasses make 
de outfit, mademoiselle.” He winked at her slowly before 
pushing his glasses back into place. 

 The lady rolled her eyes at him and shook her head. 
“Whatevah. Let‟s just get to the party, okay darlin?” Her 
smile was dazzling. 

 Remy returned her smile with a rakish grin. His eyes 
hungrily followed the curves of her body. She was tightly 
wrapped in a luxurious scarlet gown that swirled about her 
feet and buttoned close beneath her chin. Matching gloves 
extended up the length of her arms and meshed with the 
sleeves of her dress.  Her dark hair spilled across her satin-
sheathed shoulders, offset by the streak of brilliant white 
down the center. 

 “Shall we, ma chere?” Remy extended his arm with a 
flourish. 

 His lady placed her gloved hand on his extended arm. 
She allowed Remy to guide her up the steps to the grand 
archway and its glossy oaken doors. They paused at the 
entrance while Remy pulled a small envelope from his jacket 
pocket and presented it to the white clad doorman. The 
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somber man examined the note closely before bowing 
slightly. “Welcome to the Hellfire Club, Mr. LeBeau. I hope 
you and your companion have a delightful evening.” 

 “How on earth did you get an invitation to the most 
exclusive club in New York, Remy?” the lady asked as they 
passed through the immense entryway and into the grand 
ballroom beyond. 

 Remy‟s eyes twinkled over the top of his sunglasses. “I 
have my ways, chere.”  He took her hand and bowed 
gracefully as they stepped onto the polished hardwood dance 
floor. “Shall we dance?” 

 The pair swirled across the dance floor to the majestic 
music that floated down from the orchestra on the balcony 
above. 

 “So, petite, what name am I to call you by tonight?” 
Remy twirled her out along the length of his arm before 
reeling her back in, tight against his side. 

 She smiled at him, allowed him to drop her into a 
graceful dip. “Nice try Remy. You‟re not going to wheedle it 
out of me.” 

 Remy casually spun her across the dance floor. “Perhaps 
I should make up a name for you, then. Let‟s see… What do 
you think about „Marie?‟ Does that suit you, chere?” 

 “Call me whatevah you want, sugah.” The beautiful 
woman gave him a dazzling smile. “It won‟t make it my real 
name. The closest you‟re gonna get is Rogue.” 

 Remy sighed as he guided Rogue off the dance floor. 
“Some day, ma cherie, you are going to slip.” He gave her a 
wicked grin. “And I intend to be there when you do.” 

 As they searched for an available table, Remy pulled a 
long black pouch from his jacket pocket. He produced a 
glittering diamond studded necklace from a different pocket, 
along with matching earrings, several shining gold bracelets, 
and various rings encrusted with rare jewels. He slipped them 
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all into the pouch and replaced it in its original pocket, right 
over his heart. 

 “Remy!” Rogue stared at him, shocked. “You didn‟t 
dare!” 

 Remy raised his eyebrows. “Dare what, petite? 
Unburden a few of the social elite of the worries of looking 
after such extravagant trinkets? Don worry, ma chere. I din 
relieve them of anyting dey can‟t replace.” Rogue‟s 
disapproving glare did not alter. Remy shook his head. “Dis 
is what I do, chere. It‟s my job. I‟m a thief. What can I say?” 
He shrugged. “I have to obey my nature.” 

 Remy deposited Rogue at a table and straightened his 
tux jacket. “I‟ll be just a moment, petite. I have something to 
take care of in the gentleman‟s room.” 

 Rogue watched him suspiciously. “Should I be prepared 
to run when you come back?” 

 Remy grinned. “It may not be a bad idea at that, cherie.” 

 He left her sitting at the table and crossed to the door 
discreetly hidden down a side hallway. He pushed through 
the door marked with a stylized male figure and nodded 
casually to the attendant within before crossing the marble 
tiles and finding the correct stall. Remy latched the door 
behind him and glanced up at the ceiling. The stall he had 
chosen was situated directly beneath an air vent. Remy 
stepped lightly up onto the toilet and glanced across the top 
of the stall for other occupants. Seeing no one other than the 
old attendant nodding away in the corner, Remy turned his 
attention to the grate above. His delicate fingers grasped one 
of the screws holding the grate tight. He felt the potential in 
the screw, felt its capacity for motion, and urged a tiny 
amount from potential to reality. The screw twisted beneath 
his grasp and quickly worked its way out. He repeated the 
process with the rest of the screws and eased the grate up 
into the shaft above. Remy grasped the sides of the opening, 
and with a deft tug and flip he joined the grate in the airshaft. 
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* 

 Shaw ground out the butt of his cigar in the heavy 
ashtray atop the mahogany desk. He looked up and nodded 
as his compatriots entered the well-furnished office. Emma 
Frost glided imperiously across the room in her white satin 
gown, which exposed ample amounts of her pale creamy 
flesh.  Magnus entered behind her. His sharp black suit offset 
his pure white hair. Finally, Wyngarde strolled in, stroking his 
sideburns. Snatches of music drifted in from the ballroom 
below before the door shut behind them. 

 “Geraint has arrived, Sebastian. He‟ll be joining us in a 
moment.” Magnus‟ voice carried none of the wavering 
weakness that would normally accompany his age. 

  “Has he brought the test subject?” Shaw asked. 

 Magnus nodded. 

 Emma‟s eyes gleamed maliciously. “I‟m fascinated to see 
what he‟s done with her. If successful, this research could be 
quite useful.” 

 “Don‟t get too eager, Frost.” Shaw reprimanded. “The 
Council will decide how and when to implement the results 
of P.S.I‟s tests.”  

 Emma scowled at his back. “Are you ready to do your 
part, Jason?” She turned her attention to the weasely man 
across the room. 

 Wyngarde lounged idly in an overstuffed chair. He 
pulled a thin cigarillo out of his coat pocket and lit it. “Have 
no worries about me, my dear. Everything is going according 
to plan. The Council,” he gave a mocking half bow to the 
room‟s other occupants without leaving his seat, “will not be 
disappointed.” 

 “Are all the variables accounted for?” Magnus frowned 
at the man‟s flippant attitude. 
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 Wyngarde glanced covertly at the air duct in the ceiling 
before answering. Finally, he waved his hand idly; smoke 
trailed thickly from the cigarillo dangling between his fingers. 
“Everything is in place. We‟re ready to go.” 

 “Very well,” Shaw said. He pushed a button on his desk. 
“Show Mr. Geraint and his guest in please, Ms. Walker.”
  

 A moment later, a snippet of music floated into the 
office as the door opened. A steel haired man in a dark suit 
entered. He nodded to the room‟s occupants. He escorted a 
dark haired beauty, dressed in a shining blue-black gown. Her 
face modeled the delicate features of a British aristocrat. The 
cuffs gripping her wrists held her securely despite their 
delicate appearance. The man shut the door behind them. 

 “Geraint.” Shaw addressed the new arrival. “Glad you 
could make it.” 

 Geraint smiled, but his eyes did not. “The Inner Council 
summoned,” he nodded to Shaw, Magnus and Frost. “It is 
wise to obey.” 

 “Indeed,” Shaw replied. He took another cigar from a 
box on the desk. “We are eager to see your progress. The 
Hellfire Club would hate to think that its investment was not 
going to pay off.” Subtle malice seethed from his words. 

 Geraint was not fazed.  “I think you‟ll find P.S.I.‟s 
progress quite pleasing, Mr. Shaw.” He gestured towards the 
woman at his side. “I have brought along the most recent 
prototype of our program for your approval.” 

 Shaw pulled a gold plated rectangle from one of the 
desk drawers, and used it to clip the end off his cigar. “Ms. 
Frost, would you do the honors?” He glanced up at the 
platinum blonde at his side. 

 Emma‟s smile was filled with malicious glee. “I would be 
delighted.” She crossed swiftly to the other woman and 



 

10 

grasped the captive‟s head firmly between her hands. The 
other woman did not resist.  

Emma‟s eyes fluttered closed for a moment. Time 
ticked past and the men watched with anticipation while 
Frost remained in deep concentration. Finally, her eyes 
snapped open and her hands dropped to her sides. 
“Fascinating, Mr. Geraint. Fascinating indeed.”  She returned 
to her place at Shaw‟s side.  “It appears you have made 
amazing strides.” 

 “Why don‟t you enlighten the rest of us as to Mr. 
Geraint‟s progress,” Magnus rumbled. 

 Emma graced the older man with a sneer. “For the 
unenlightened, Mr. Geraint has managed to completely 
dominate Ms. Braddock. All traces of her former life are 
repressed, completely inaccessible. However, her abilities 
have been greatly enhanced. Truly an exceptional 
accomplishment, as Ms. Braddock was quite powerful to 
begin with.” 

 Geraint produced his cold smile again. “Thank you. We 
have worked hard to come this far.” He put a hand on the 
captive woman‟s shoulder, glanced into her vacant, staring 
eyes. “With her mind a clean slate, she should be easily 
reprogrammed. She is scheduled to enter training 
immediately, and when completed, she will be ready for the 
Council to deploy as they see fit.” 

 Emma leaned eagerly across the desk. “And are you able 
to reproduce these results?” 

 Geraint nodded. “As a matter of fact, we have several 
candidates in mind to bring into the program. As soon as this 
prototype has completed the training and we can evaluate 
our results, we will begin the next phase of the project.” 

 “Excellent.” Shaw lit his cigar and took a swift pull 
before continuing. “We will continue as planned, then.” He 
released the heavy smoke in a thick stream. “Continue your 
research, with the full backing of the Hellfire Club. We will 
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convene at your facility in upstate New York to reevaluate 
when you have completed the next phase.” 

 Geraint nodded. “P.S.I. appreciates the Council‟s 
continued support. Good evening.” With a quick nod to the 
Council, he guided his charge out the door and was gone. 

 Silently, a shadow shifted in the airshaft above and 
disappeared. 

 Once the door shut behind Geraint, Shaw turned to 
Wyngarde. “Was the ruse successful?” 

 Jason smiled his thin-lipped sneer. “Our visitor saw 
what the rest of you saw.” He flicked ash off the tip of his 
cigarillo. “As far as our uninvited guest was concerned, Ms. 
Braddock stood here, bound and submissive. Only myself 
and Emma could tell that in reality she was nothing more 
than that waif of a maid you keep on staff.” Wyngarde shook 
his head. “I must say, I still don‟t understand the point of 
this silly charade.” 

 Shaw glared sternly at the other man. “It was important 
that Ms. Braddock appeared as she was prior to her recent… 
modifications. For the bait to be taken, she had to look 
familiar to our uninvited guest.” He glanced at the other 
occupants of the room. “You all know what to do. Follow 
the plan and everything will work out nicely.” His smile was 
that of a wolf sizing up its prey. 

* 

 Remy cut swiftly across the ballroom to where Rogue 
sat, twirling her wine glass distractedly. 

 “Come, petite, it‟s time for us to go.” He grasped her 
arm and guided her to her feet with gentle and insistent 
pressure. 

 Rogue glowered at him, but allowed herself to be guided 
towards the doors. “Remy, you disappear on me and now 
that you‟re back, you want to leave? I thought we came here 
to dance!” 
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 “But of course, cherie,” Remy muttered distractedly 
without slowing down. “Unfortunately, someting has come 
up.” He stopped. With a swift tug, Rogue was pressed against 
him, his arms about her tightly. “I‟ll have to take a rain check 
on another dance. But don‟t worry, cheri, Remy LeBeau 
always honors his debts.”  

 Rogue pushed away from him. “Whatevah, sugah. I‟ll 
believe it when I see it.” She grabbed at her flowing skirts 
and strode swiftly towards the door. “If we‟re goin‟, let‟s go.” 

 Remy sighed. After admiring her retreating posterior for 
a moment, he followed her out of the club. 

Friday, March 1, 2002 

 Logan grunted as he cracked the ax through the log. 
Clear, place, strike. He clung to the clean simplicity of the 
task. 

 Whack! 

 The physical labor wasn‟t enough to tire him, but it 
stretched his muscles and cleared his often-chaotic thoughts. 

 Whack! 

 Eventually, Logan realized he‟d reached the end of the 
woodpile. He gave the ax one last swing and left it 
protruding from the stump that served as a chopping block. 
After stacking the chopped wood neatly, he grabbed an 
armful and headed back to the rough log cabin across the 
clearing.  

Halfway back, he stopped. His nostrils flared as they 
tasted the scents that floated to him on the afternoon breeze. 
After a moment, he continued his trek to the cabin.  Logan 
placed is armload of firewood in the bin out front and 
pushed though the door into the shelter‟s dark interior. He 
was not surprised to find someone waiting for him. 

“What is it you need?” he growled at the tall, thin 
visitor. 
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Remy gave Logan one of his most winning smiles. It 
didn‟t have any effect on the shorter man‟s stern expression. 
“I‟m hurt, mon ami. You ever tink dat maybe I just stop by 
to say hello?” 

Logan snorted. He opened an old, yellowed box sitting 
atop the rough hewn table that dominated the cabin‟s one 
room. He withdrew a thick cigar. “Since when do you make 
social calls?” 

Remy dropped his casual façade. “I need your help, 
Logan.” 

Logan ripped off the end of the cigar with his teeth and 
lit up. “You? Need help? I thought you always played it 
solo.” 

Remy shrugged. “Dat‟s my nature, mon ami. Dis is 
different. You ever heard of a place called P.S.I.?” 

Logan nodded. “„Parapsychological Studies Institute.‟ 
Had a couple a run ins with them in the past.” He eased 
himself into a chair at the table and tilted back on two chair 
legs. His boots crossed on the edge of the table. “Why?” 

Remy watched Logan for a moment before he replied. 
“They‟ve got Braddock,” he said quietly. 

“Last I heard, she was workin for em,” Logan shrugged. 
“Somethin about a research project. None a my business, so 
I left her to it.”  His stiff tone implied that he did not 
approve. 

Remy shook his head. “She‟s no working for them, 
Logan. They have her captive.” 

Logan‟s eyes narrowed suspiciously. He waited for the 
Remy to elaborate. 

“I tink they brainwash her or someting like dat.” Remy 
tapped his own head for emphasis. “It din sound like she was 
a willing participant to me.” 
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Logan shook his head. “No. Betsy wouldn‟t let anyone 
go messin‟ around in her head. You‟re sure about this, 
Cajun?” 

Remy crossed himself. “I swear to God, mon ami. It‟s 
truth.” 

“What did you have in mind?” Logan pulled deeply on 
his cigar, certain he knew the other man‟s answer. He was 
not disappointed. 

Saturday, March 2, 2002 

 “Yer late,” Logan said as soon as Remy‟s motorcycle 
engine died.  

 “Bonjour to you, too, mon ami,” Remy said, 
dismounting. “I had some last minute tings to take care of.” 

 Logan slid off the hood of his truck, dropped his cigar, 
and crushed out the last glowing ash with his toe. “While I 
was waitin, I did a little recon. The facility is the other side a 
the hill.” He pointed through the surrounding woods to the 
distant mound of earth to the south. “Electrified fencing all 
the way around, topped with barbed wire. Guard patrols, 
video cameras, the whole bit.” 

 Remy grinned as he shrugged out of his leather jacket. 
“Piece of cake, non?” Beneath his jacket he wore a tight, 
matte black bodysuit that highlighted his trim muscular form. 
He shoved his clothes into the saddlebags of the bike and 
pulled out a stiff, flexible armor vest. It form-fitted to his 
torso as he shrugged it on. 

 Logan eyed him with curiosity. “Looks like yer preparin 
ta fight an army.” 

 “Never hurts to be prepared, non? I don‟t have the 
benefit of accelerated healing to keep me alive.” Remy 
glanced pointedly at Logan‟s own outfit. Dirt caked boots 
poked out from beneath well-worn jeans, which were topped 
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by a flannel shirt. A cowboy hat dismally failed to restrain his 
wild mane of dark hair.  

Logan shrugged. “Point for you. Sure you can handle 
this?” 

Remy pulled another object from the opposite 
saddlebag. He snapped the staff to full extension and gave it 
a practiced twirl. “Noting I haven‟t tangled wit before, mon 
ami. Besides.” He slipped a pack of playing cards from a 
pouch at his waist. He shuffled the stack from one hand to 
the other with practiced ease. Pulling the bottom card from 
the deck, he flipped it over for Logan to see. The Ace of 
Spades. “I‟ve got an Ace up my sleeve.” The card 
disappeared beneath his palm. The rest of the cards quickly 
followed. 

Logan grunted. “Let‟s get this thing started.” 

They slipped into the woods and separated. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

“What have we here.” 

 The man peered intently through his light enhancing 
binoculars.  He knelt back among the foliage of the 
surrounding forest, his vision focused on the two forms 
sneaking closer to the compound in the clearing. He watched 
silently as one approached the nearby fence while the other 
continued moving around to the far side of the facility. 

Without pulling his gaze from the binoculars, he slipped 
a headset on and flipped the activation switch. 

“Status report, Forge,” he muttered. 

“What happened to radio silence, boss-man?” the radio 
squawked in his ear. 

“Never mind that. How soon will you be ready for 
extraction?” He moved the binoculars to follow the figure 
that lurked close to the fence on the near side of the facility. 



 

16 

“I‟m almost to the control room. What‟s up, Cable?” 
the com chattered. 

 Cable turned his binoculars as new movement caught 
his eye. Through the thick tangle of woods, he could make 
out headlights approaching on the distant road. As they 
moved closer, the lights resolved into a limousine 
approaching the front gate of the compound. 

“Looks like we‟ve got some new visitors,” Cable said to 
the radio. 

“This just gets better and better,” the voice whispered 
back. 

Cable watched the vehicle pass through the gates and 
out of view beyond the buildings surrounding the courtyard 
on the far side.  

“Just stick to the plan,” Cable muttered to his partner. 
“And hurry up about it. Let‟s get this done before things get 
messy.” 

He switched his gaze back to the infiltrator he could still 
see. The sullen glow from Cable‟s left eye cast eerie shadows 
across his craggy features. 

“Got it boss. I‟m on it. Forge out.” The static died. 

Cable cut the radio and returned to his silent vigil. 

* 

Geraint stepped into the dark office and waited 
patiently. The tall chair behind the desk was turned with its 
back to the door. Its occupant gazed out the vast bay 
window that formed the back wall of the office. The window 
gave a spectacular view of the nearby woods, only slightly 
marred by the security measures about the perimeter. Silvery 
light from the night sky was the only interruption of the inky 
shadows that coiled about the heavy desk and lay thick across 
the carpeted floor. 
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“Yes, Geraint?” A soft voice came from behind the 
chair. 

“Your contact from the Inner Circle has arrived, sir,” 
Geraint said to the back of the chair. 

“Yes… I know.” The voice was just loud enough to be 
heard. “Inform him that my presence is not required for the 
demonstration. Tell him I have been unavoidably detained. I 
will speak with him later.” 

“Of course, sir. I will handle the demonstration 
personally.” Geraint nodded curtly to the seat back.  “We 
have not received word of the… other visitors as of yet. I 
will inform you as soon as we have sign of their arrival.” 

“Don‟t bother,” the man in the chair said. Geraint 
could see one hand gesture idly at the scene through the 
window.  “They have already arrived. They will be making 
their presence known any moment. Prepare the 
demonstration. I will be along later.” 

Geraint did not question. “Yes sir.” He left his master 
to his thoughts. 

* 

Logan slipped up alongside the fence. This close, he 
could smell the current charging the air. Ambient static 
crackled in his unruly hair. 

He examined the fence closely. His mind noted the 
transformers attached to the chain link fence at regular 
intervals, the concertina wire wrapped densely across the top. 
The whole length of fence was charged, but there were no 
alarms attached to detect a disruption in the current. 

Snikt. 

His claws extended with a thought. Logan gritted his 
teeth at what he knew came next. The standard grade metal 
of the fence parted easily beneath the force of his 
adamantium claws. Power surged down the blades, through 
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the meat of his hand. It vibrated along his metal-laced 
skeleton for just a moment. Electricity seared its course 
through his flesh. The shock reverberated off his bones and 
radiated out every follicle of every hair. His entire body was 
alive with energy and frying from the inside out.  

After a moment, the pain subsided to a bearable level. 
He carefully crept through the slit fence. 

He smelled them before they arrived. Twin Dobermans 
howled their fury at an interloper on their turf. They charged 
across the yard at Logan, teeth bared in feral snarls. Logan 
met them with his own snarl. He flashed his canines and let 
the growl rumble up from deep within his chest. The 
ferocious dogs shuddered to an abrupt halt before Logan. 
The three circled each other warily, sniffing carefully at each 
other‟s scent to take measure of the opposition. Finally, the 
dark dogs bowed their heads with a submissive whine, and 
pushed up against Logan‟s outstretched hands. With an 
affectionate, pat he sent the pair scurrying back across the 
yard.  

A heartbeat later, Logan joined the shadows stretching 
across the grass perimeter. He worked his way along the wall 
of the building until he reached the northeast corner of the 
facility. From his position of relative safety in a shadowed 
juncture between two buildings, he surveyed the field. Above 
him, a security camera whined quietly as it arced back and 
forth. 

Dead center in its field of vision, a tall guard tower 
stood at the northeast corner of the fence. Logan counted 
three figures in the cupola perched atop the sturdy wooden 
struts. The three focused most of their attention on the other 
side of the fence, expecting any trouble to come from 
outside rather than within. Logan smiled. 

“Time for a good old fashioned distraction,” he 
muttered to himself. Logan launched himself with ferocious 
speed across the intervening space to the tower supports.  



 

   19 

Yellow sodium light glinted off Logan‟s razor sharp 
claws as they snapped out of their housings. He released a 
guttural howl before launching himself at the nearest 
support. Within moments, the thick pole ripped to splinters 
beneath his onslaught. The structure above shuddered. Cries 
of surprise echoed down. Red dots sprang to life across the 
ground and tracked their way to Logan‟s broad back. He paid 
them no heed as he slashed at the connecting beam between 
the shorn pillar and the next support. Rifles stuttered to life 
above and dirt sprayed about Logan‟s feet, but he quickly 
sprinted beneath the structure where the guns of the guards 
above could not shoot him. 

He listened for a moment to the cracking groan of over-
stressed wood. One more beam ought to do it. A quick 
double fisted slash, and another pillar erupted into splinters. 
The entire tower shuddered once, then released a terrible 
groan and began to topple inward. Logan leaped and rolled 
as the remaining columns snapped beneath the weight of the 
cupola and toppled the whole tower to earth.  

As the shattered bones of the ruined tower settled, 
Logan leaped onto the lopsided roof of the cupola and loped 
up to the side, which now formed its sagging top. He was 
dimly aware of the wail of alarms in the distance, but his 
senses focused on the cries of the guards within the rubble. 
One lay pinned beneath a ruptured support, unable to free 
himself from its immense weight. Another whimpered 
piteously from beneath a heap of collapsed roofing. Logan 
noted that one leg bent at a sharp, unnatural angle. He 
judged that the guard would live, if not walk normally again. 
The third guard was nowhere to be seen. Logan sniffed 
experimentally, scenting for him. 

Twin blooms of pain erupted in his lower back. Logan 
growled in rage and twirled towards the source of the 
staccato gunfire. The remaining guard pushed broken slats 
away and lurched free of the wreckage. Blood streamed 
down the left side of his face, but the soldier ignored it and 
kept his assault rifle trained on Logan. 
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“That‟s low, bub. Shootin a man in the back,” Logan 
growled. He could already feel his body forcing the hot lead 
slugs from his flesh. “Still, you don‟t have to die. Put the gun 
down and you can walk away.” 

He leaped as the guard‟s finger squeezed the trigger. 
Logan‟s claws sliced through the barrel of the gun. The 
weapon fell to pieces at the guard‟s feet. He didn‟t notice, his 
attention preoccupied with the claws slashing through his 
body armor and deep into his chest. A look of shock 
registered on the soldier‟s face as he slipped free of the claws 
and slumped to the ground. 

Logan leaped free of the rubble and sprinted towards 
the nearest wall of the facility. 

“Better get a move on, Remy. I hope all this ain‟t fer 
nothin.” Logan launched himself up the side of the building. 

Unseen, dark shapes separated from the shadowed 
recesses of the building and circled around behind him. 

* 

Remy waited patiently atop a rise overlooking the 
southern perimeter fence. He bided his time by watching the 
patterns of the guards as they passed along the inside of the 
electrified barrier.  

Soon, a horrendous wrenching rumble from the north 
rewarded his patience. Guards lurched to a halt and muttered 
into their radios before they scurried across the campus 
towards the disturbance. 

“As good as you promised, mon ami,” Remy muttered 
with a smile. He reassured himself that the guards had all 
taken flight, then he hurtled down the rise towards the fence. 
Scant feet before he crashed headlong into the electrified 
chain link, Remy thrust his staff into the hard earth and 
vaulted high above the razor sharp wire. He executed a tight 
flip in the air and landed softly on his feet. A quick glance 
around assured that his maneuver had gone unnoticed, and 
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he continued across the field to the high walls of the facility 
beyond. 

Remy ignored the outbuildings and made straight for 
the central structure. With practiced ease, he avoided the 
security cameras and the few guards who remained at their 
posts. Prowling around the building‟s base, he finally found 
the object of his search. Steam rose lazily through the slats of 
the heating duct vent.  

Remy smiled. “Easy as pie.” 

In moments, the grate was free. He slipped into the 
darkness beyond. 

* 

Logan gripped the edge of the building and muscled his 
body onto the flat roof above. He trotted past the modern 
day crenelations of air conditioning units and power 
generators that studded the rooftop.  

The hair prickled tightly across his back, and his senses 
flared. Logan lurched to a stop. 

Black shapes materialized from behind the roof‟s many 
obstructions. They formed a loose circle around him. 

“Ninja?” Logan grunted. “Must be protectin somethin 
mighty important.” The dark clad warriors slowly closed in. 
Ninjato slid free of their sheaths, and paired sais twirled in 
anticipation. 

“Looks like you fellas mean business.” Logan eyed his 
silent adversaries. “Alright then, let‟s get this over with.” 

Snikt. 

Claws slipped free once again from their housings as 
Logan hurled himself at the ninja unfortunate enough to be 
closest at hand. The warrior raised his sword to ward off the 
attack, but Logan‟s backhanded slash shattered the blade into 
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metallic splinters. His claws slid easily beneath the ninja‟s 
ribcage, then Logan tore him open. 

He tasted the hot salty blood spattered across his face 
and smiled. There was nothing of humanity in that fierce 
grin, only the pure visceral joy of the kill. Another ninja 
leaped at him, his sword slicing through the air towards 
Logan‟s head. The feral beast watched in slow motion as the 
gleaming arc of metal descended in a shuddering crash across 
the top of his skull. Metal rasped against metal as the ninja 
withdrew the blade. Logan followed the retreating motion of 
the blade with the advancing motion of his claws. He 
impaled the warrior with two fistfuls of adamantium. 

Blood gushed from the slash across Logan‟s scalp and 
turned his vision red. He gave himself to the fury that boiled 
from his veins. 

He leaped between the next pair of attackers, his claws 
rending first metal, then cloth, then flesh. The two toppled 
away and Logan whirled towards the next threat. Another 
black clad shape stood calm before him, sword leveled at 
Logan‟s throat. He batted the sword away with a backhanded 
strike, driving his claws towards the ninja‟s abdomen. 

Logan lurched in surprise; his left arm was caught. A 
black cord wrapped around his forearm, held by one of the 
ninja. Another cord lashed out and coiled around his right 
forearm with a snap. The ninja on the other end pulled the 
line taught; Logan growled as his arms threatened to pop out 
of joint. 

 Logan twisted his torso sharply, pulling both arms close 
to his chest and hauling the ninja off balance. Swiveling, he 
lashed out with both arms. With a deft twist of his wrists, his 
claws severed the bindings with a snap. The two ninja 
lurched back, and Logan leaped past them towards higher 
ground. He scrabbled his way up the sloping roof of the 
central building. At its pinnacle, a long panel of glass formed 
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a sunroof to a spacious chamber below. Logan eyed the dirty 
glass warily, then smiled. 

The ninja were swift to follow. They surrounded Logan 
once again. Black cords lashed at him. Logan reached out 
and deliberately grabbed hold of each line as it snaked 
towards him. Two, then three, then four lines wound tightly 
around his arms and torso. He twisted his arms around each 
cord, pulling in as much slack as he could before the ninja at 
the other end pulled the cord taught. The fifth cord found its 
mark, and then the sixth. Satisfied that they had him 
restrained, the ninja began pulling sharply at each cord, 
squeezing him, trying to pull him apart.  

Logan released the slack he had gathered in the lines as 
he leaped. His claws led the way. The glass pane of the 
sunroof shattered, and he plummeted to the floor several 
stories below. Unprepared for his jump and his weight, the 
ninja were yanked off the roof by their cables, following 
Logan through the skylight. 

Logan hit the floor. Hard. Flesh collided sharply with 
concrete. His skull clanged dully as it smacked against the 
unyielding surface. Ninja rained down with sickening 
crunches. Logan‟s adamantium laced bones didn‟t shatter 
with the impact. The ninja were not so lucky.  Logan stood, 
wiped the blood from his face, and quickly shed the lines 
binding him to the twisted corpses.  

He froze, every muscle suddenly tense. His olfactory 
sense revved into overdrive. The scent that drifted to his 
nose was achingly familiar; the crispness of newly turned 
pages, a gentle cleansing shampoo, the scent of herbal tea. 
Yet there was another layer atop the familiar, smothering out 
the scents that hinted at hidden memories. The intoxicating 
smell of exotic spices, the acrid burn of sweat. And death. 
Death permeated the entire mixture and sent cold shivers 
down Logan‟s spine. 
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He turned towards the source of the scent. Standing 
amidst the fallen bodies of the ninja was a tall Asian woman. 
Her long black hair was swept away from her sharp, delicate 
features. It cascaded down her back. Her lithe form, taut 
with muscle, was wrapped in the black garb of the ninja. Her 
black eyes pierced Logan and seemed to burrow deep into 
his soul.  

The woman did not look familiar to him, but a flash of 
recognition hit him as Logan recalled the familiar root of the 
scent. 

“Betsy? Is… is it you?” he mumbled, stunned. His 
hands dropped to his side. 

The woman ninja pivoted and snapped a savage kick 
into Logan‟s neck. Black spots swarmed across Logan‟s 
vision. 

She followed up with a swift barrage of punches. Her 
knee snapped up and rammed into his groin, and Logan 
collapsed to the ground in shocked agony.  The last thing he 
saw before the darkness overwhelmed him was her foot 
descending towards his face. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

Huge incandescent light fixtures flickered to life high 
above, nestled among the pipes, wires and heating ducts that 
crisscrossed the chamber‟s lofty ceiling. 

“Well done, Ms. Braddock. Well done.” Magnus 
stepped out towards the black clad woman in the center of 
the room, Geraint at his side. Geraint waved to a squad of 
attendants. They rushed an elaborate gurney across the floor, 
lifting Logan‟s short and bulky form and strapping him to it. 
They locked down each deadly hand with metal bands across 
the wrists. 
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“You‟ve changed quite a bit since the last time I saw 
you,” Magnus observed, watching Braddock.  

She nodded, flushed with the excitement of combat.  

“The question that remains for me,” Magnus added, “is 
how your psionic talents dovetail with ninja training. I want 
to see how that works.” 

Geraint smiled. “You will have ample opportunity to 
witness the extent of Ms. Braddock‟s abilities. This was 
simply a demonstration of the combat training we have been 
able to instill in the subject using the rigorous techniques of 
the ninja clan.” Geraint walked over to the gurney and 
checked each restraint to ensure Logan was as secure as 
possible. “This fellow is a fugitive, actually. He‟s had some 
mental tampering done to him, and he‟s cunning enough to 
elude one of our rivals for years. He will serve as a test 
subject so you can see how Braddock‟s mental interrogation 
techniques work. By the time she‟s done with him, he‟ll tell 
us everything he knows about his former masters.” 

“And what will become of him once the demonstration 
is complete?” Magnus asked. 

 Geraint suppressed a chuckle. “We sell him back to our 
rivals,” he said. He glanced sharply upward, his eyebrows 
contracting. Magnus turned, eyes searching, some other less 
obvious sense probing. 

 He nodded, and reached out his hand. Energy throbbed 
through the air about him. Magnus closed his hand to a fist, 
and a section of the metal heating duct wrenched free and 
floated down to the floor. The tube landed with a clang, and 
Magnus flexed his hand. The tube squeezed tight in the 
middle and both ends ripped free to reveal Remy bound tight 
within the rent metal duct. 

“I see I am just in time for the party,” Remy said with a 
ready smile. 
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 Braddock was at his side in a moment. She knelt by his 
head and pulled sharply on his long brown hair. Remy 
winced but would not cry out. “Apologize,” she murmured. 

 “My most humble apologies, monsieurs,” Remy quickly 
spat out as Braddock wrenched on his hair again. “An I 
apologize in advance for any damages my friends and I may 
cause when we bust out of dis place.” 

 “Silence him,” Geraint sighed. 

 Braddock‟s fist cracked into his temple, and Remy‟s skull 
rebounded from the hard floor. Consciousness fled. 

* 

Forge crouched in the corner of the dim room. The 
terminals, monitors and control panels that encrusted the 
wall cast their own fitful illumination on the cold metal floor. 
The display lights flitted across Forge‟s Native American 
features as he woke the machines from their lethargy. Once 
the central processor hummed to life, Forge sat before the 
main terminal and got to work.  

 He pulled the glove off his left hand. He flexed the 
plastic and metal replacement for his lost appendage, then 
pulled two filaments from a compartment built into the back 
of the hand. He snapped the filaments into jacks on the 
control panel and data began to flash past on the monitor at 
an incredible pace.   

While the computer whirred and electronic data flowed from 
the main databanks into Forge‟s memory storage, he looked 
up at the camera in the ceiling. Its one-eyed gaze fixed 
directly on him. Forge pulled a flat metal pad from his belt 
pouch and lit up the display. Camera feeds from all over the 
facility registered on the small pad, and Forge reassured 
himself that the cloaking device that hid him from the 
security systems was still in effect. 

The computer beeped, alerting him that the download 
was complete. 
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Forge snapped to attention as boots echoed down the 
hall to his left. 

“Just in time,” he muttered to himself. He pulled his 
filaments out of the main terminal. The marching feet grew 
louder as they progressed down the corridor. Forge swore to 
himself. He left the computers running and dodged into the 
opposite corridor. Away from his extraction point. 

* 

Logan awoke to nothingness. 

He sniffed cautiously to gather clues about his location. 
Nothing. 

He opened his eyes. Again, nothing. 

His ears were silent, and the chill that should have 
prickled the hairs of his body did not.  

There was only thought. 

Only Logan. 

His thoughts formed into a vision of himself, floating in 
the nothingness, alone. No, not alone. Something prowled 
through the void. Something visceral and lethal, something 
all too familiar. The thing materialized. Logan stared at 
himself, at a dark shadow of himself. Huge, muscled, weirdly 
alien and familiar. 

The thing leaped, canines bared in a silent howl. Claws 
burst from its hands as it crashed into Logan. He fought 
back with adamantium; the shafts of metal rammed through 
his chest. The beast grinned, feral, as the claws lanced 
through Logan‟s heart and his lifeblood gushed over both of 
them. 

Finally, a sensation. Pain. Unimaginable pain. 

His scream went unvoiced. 

* 
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Remy felt pain. Not the throbbing sting in the back of 
his head, or the ache of his swollen cheek. Those were 
inconsequential.  No, this was a new pain, sharp and 
insistent. It pulled at his wrists and radiated down through 
the muscles of his arms.  

Remy looked up. He hung from a chain that looped 
under his handcuffs, suspending him by his wrists. His feet 
dangled several feet off the floor.  

He appeared to be in a storage area. The center of the 
room had been cleared away; the boxes, crates and 
miscellaneous equipment had all been stacked along the walls 
and in the corners to ensure that Remy could gain no 
foothold. 

He smiled. No problem. 

A key turned in the locked door. His body went limp. 
He allowed his head to loll across his chest, but he listened 
intently. 

The door squealed as it opened. Heavy boots clunked 
across the concrete slab floor.  A burst of static, then the 
guard said, “Check. The prisoner is secure.” The voice was 
very close. “I‟m going to continue my patrol, over.” The 
radio clicked off and Remy heard the boots twist in an about 
face. His eyes snapped open. The guard stood immediately 
before him, headed for the door.  

Remy‟s muscles tensed and flexed. He whipped his legs 
up and wrapped them around the guard‟s neck. Startled, the 
man grabbed futilely at Remy‟s legs, now locked tight in a 
chokehold. Remy squeezed; the guard‟s hands went limp. 

Remy let the guard slump to the floor, unconscious. 
Then he swung his legs forward, swaying. He whipped them 
back, building his momentum. His wrists screamed at the 
abuse, but Remy pulled hard on the chain and swung his legs 
up to rest on the girder above. Remy sighed with the release 
of pressure on his throbbing wrists. He rested a moment, 
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dangling by his legs from the beam. Blood rushed to his 
head, fueling his already surly headache. 

Remy pinched one link of the chain that had suspended 
him. He felt the energy lying patiently in the metal, just 
waiting for him to release it. 

He did. The link burst apart in a violent flash of light. 

Remy let his legs slip free of the girder. He tucked into a 
tight roll and landed lightly on his feet. He quickly found the 
manacle keys on the guards belt. Moments later he was free 
and out the door. 

* 

“How are we doing?” Geraint asked. He stared out past 
the lab technicians where they sat at their consoles. The 
control room was separated from the containment chamber 
by a thick pane of protective glass. 

The containment chamber featured a coffin-like 
cylinder that was wired to the instrumentation that the 
technicians monitored. Sitting motionless atop the cylinder 
was Braddock, lost in meditation. 

The technician checked readings before replying. “We 
were late starting.” The tech frowned at his screen. “Seems 
to be a lot of traffic on the system, so we decided to reboot 
the instruments so we could get a good picture of both 
brains as she cracks him.” 

Geraint nodded. “What about Logan? How is he 
holding up in there?” 

The tech turned from his diagnostic routines and pulled 
up another display.  “The subject is putting up an impressive 
amount of resistance, sir. She hasn‟t been able to make much 
headway yet.” 
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Geraint sighed. “Ms. Braddock‟s increased powers may 
be impressive, but Logan may be one tough nut to crack. 
This should be a good test for her.” 

Geraint watched with curiosity as Logan bucked and 
writhed in his confinement. Sweat rolled down Braddock‟s 
face. 

 Geraint smiled. “Take my advice, Logan,” he muttered 
under his breath. “Let Ms. Braddock break you. If she can‟t 
crack you, the Boss will take care of your conditioning 
personally. You may be able to block her, but not even you 
will be able to resist him.” A small shiver prickled 
involuntarily down his back. 

* 

Logan clenched his eyes shut tighter than his fists, 
focusing. He knew he would be dead if the rage that roared 
and tore at him was real. He focused, centering as best he 
could, not fighting. Not allowing himself to be hurt. Ignoring 
the monster. 

But the pain was real, and he felt the ripping blows 
tearing him to shreds. Yet he did not die. And he focused 
hard, digging, trying to find something real in the assault. 

A shadow flickered in the echo of his rage. 

Logan wasted no time. In an instant he was atop the 
beast, his hands plunged into its chest. He growled in fury at 
the thing beneath him. He could feel the windpipe and 
cartilage of the shadow that hid in the rage as it bent inward 
under his grip. He twisted, and something snapped. 

“Lo—gan—” Logan froze. He knew that voice, even 
choked as it was. Lisa. Beneath his crushing grip, the blonde 
girl stared at him in wide-eyed terror as the monstrous 
illusion that had hidden her fell away. Immediately he 
released her and stumbled back. Large black and purple 
marks marred her crooked neck.  
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“Lisa,” he gasped. “I… I didn‟t know…” 

She stared at him. Her throat worked, but it was too 
broken to breathe or speak. She stood before him, drowning, 
her eyes resonant with horror as she clutched at her broken 
neck. 

Logan trembled in shock.  

Her throat twisted again, popped loudly. Horns 
sprouted from her forehead, her legs twisted into recurves 
goat legs, and she hissed as her eyes flared red. Lifting a 
sword, she gurgled gleefully. 

“Nope,” he said, crossing his arms over his chest and 
frowning. “Not goin for it. You startled me but good. An 
that‟s as far as this‟ll get ya. That you, Betsy?” 

Lisa shimmered and fell away. Braddock stood, calm, 
watching him. 

“It‟s only a matter of time,” she said. “They want to 
know everything you do. If you don‟t surrender to me, then 
it‟s the chemicals. And then it gets unpleasant.” Her low, 
thrilling voice had the charming clip of an aristocratic British 
accent, belying the ugliness of her words. 

“The tricks are just to soften me up, right?” he asked. 
She nodded. He sighed. “Cut to the chase. Here we are, just 
the two of us. Come on. I won‟t resist. Hit me with your best 
shot. Let‟s see if you can open me up for everybody to have a 
look.” He stood, impassive, arms crossed over his chest. 

She hesitated, wary. 

“I got no secrets worth this ta keep,” he clarified. “You 
just stick your brain in mine. An when yer done, let me walk 
outta here. And we‟ll see about round two.” 

She nodded, her eyes slightly curious. A long rippling 
dagger of mental energy coalesced about her fist. She sank 
the dagger into Logan‟s skull. Mental energy seared through 
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him. It raged through every corner of his mind. Pain flared 
through every synapse of his overloaded brain. 

They both screamed. 

Nothing turned to something. 

 

CHAPTER FOUR 

“What the devil is happening?” Geraint demanded. 
Braddock‟s scream still echoed in his ears. 

The technicians scrambled to interpret the readouts that 
redlined across their monitors. 

“I‟m not sure, sir,” the senior tech managed. “Seems 
like some kind of psionic mine!” 

“Pull her out!” Geraint demanded. He stared, riveted, as 
Braddock shuddered and went rigid. Her muscles writhed 
beneath her skin, spasming out of control. 

“She could die!” the tech blurted. He worked feverishly 
at the console, adjusting her intravenous feed. 

“I said get her out!” Geraint shouted. “Now!” 

“Somebody seem too tense,” drawled an accented voice 
from behind him. 

Geraint whirled about.  

Remy hung from a gap in the ceiling, a playing card in 
his hand. 

“Security! Get him!” Geraint bellowed. 

“I don tink I‟ll let you capture me dis time,” Remy said. 

He flicked the card. It blazed to life and left a searing 
arc of light across Geraint‟s vision. The card slammed into 
the array of consoles and unleashed its pent-up energy in a 
spectacular explosion. Shattered plastic and steel erupted 
through the room. 
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Geraint dove for cover beneath a table as debris pelted 
his back. Technicians scrambled to get free of the burning 
remains of the equipment. 

Remy flipped to the ground, another card at the ready. 
He took quick measure of the room. Two large hallways led 
off from the control room. 

Alerted by the explosion, security troops began to 
stream down each of the long corridors towards Remy. 
Bullets whizzed through the air, dangerously close to his 
head. 

“Dese guys don waste no time.” Remy muttered. He 
quickly converted the card and flicked it towards the control 
panel of the one entryway. It struck with explosive fury. 
Alarms erupted and blast shielding snapped across the 
opening, sealing out the approaching troops. 

“Now for your friends.” Remy whirled on the guards 
advancing down the opposite corridor. 

In time to catch a bullet in his thigh. 

Remy‟s leg buckled. He winced in pain and dropped the 
card he had palmed. He grabbed at his throbbing leg and 
tried to stifle the blood flow with his hand. When he looked 
up, the guards had reached him. 

Remy laughed nervously. “I tink dere has been a small 
misunderstanding, monsieurs.” He looked up at dark barrels 
aimed very carefully at his head. 

Glass shattered. Logan burst through the window to the 
containment chamber. His face was contorted in a frenzied 
rage. He was a force of nature as he tore into the guards. 
Braddock leaped through the window behind him. Her body 
moved in an elaborate dance of death. Her feet splintered 
bone and her fists ruptured organs. Her smile was almost 
more terrifying than Logan‟s feral snarl. Remy thrust out his 
good leg to trip an unwary guard, then swiftly realized that if 
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he did not move he would soon be in the direct path of the 
twin berserkers. Remy decided to move. 

As he slid beneath an out-of-the-way table, a barrel 
pressed hard into his temple. 

“We meet again, Mr. LeBeau.” Geraint smiled. He 
cocked the hammer. His finger tensed on the trigger. 

A look of shock froze on Geraint‟s face as a tip of 
purplish energy pulsed through his skull and protruded from 
his forehead. He dropped the gun and went limp. Braddock 
released him, letting him slump to the floor. She allowed the 
psionic dagger to dissipate. Her eyes found Remy‟s and held 
them. 

“Nice work, ninja lady.” Remy said. He wiped sweat off 
his brow. “You‟re not planning on hitting me again are you?” 

Braddock‟s eyes searched his face. “You don‟t recognize 
me.” She sighed. Her head dropped. “I don‟t blame you. 
Look at what I‟ve become.” She stared at her hands as if they 
belonged to someone else. “It‟s me, Remy. Elizabeth 
Braddock.” 

Remy stared at her. “You don‟ look like de Braddock I 
know.” 

“It‟s her.” Logan stepped up behind Braddock, having 
run out of opponents. Blood coated his arms, his chest. The 
many wounds that crisscrossed his body slowly began to seal. 
“It‟s Betsy.” 

“How can you be sure, mon ami?” Remy kept his eyes 
warily on the Asian woman who claimed to be a British born 
lady. 

Logan tapped his nose. “Always believe the nose.” 

Remy didn‟t move.  

Logan sighed. “Look. You don‟t have to believe it, but 
we gotta get out of here.” 
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Remy finally tore his eyes away from Braddock and 
eyed Logan carefully. Logan stared steadily back. Remy 
nodded, rising to his feet.  

Logan glanced at the blood flowing between Remy‟s 
fingers where they pressed against the bullet wound in his 
leg. “You gonna be okay?” 

Remy slowly got to his feet, favoring his right leg. He 
pulled a strip of cloth from a pouch at his belt and bound the 
wound tightly. He flexed his leg experimentally. “Don worry 
bout me. Dis little ting won‟t be enough to slow me down.” 

Logan nodded. “How do we get outta here, Bets?” 

“Follow me.” Braddock ran down the now empty 
corridor, Logan at her heels, and Remy limping behind. 

The trio reached the entrance to the large main chamber 
and halted. 

Dark shapes separated from shadow and crept about 
the perimeter of the room. Swords scraped across their 
sheaths as they were drawn. The ninja converged on the 
three escapees, flanking them on three sides.  

Remy and Betsy shuffled back a couple steps into the 
mouth of the corridor. Logan squatted down before them, 
lowering his center of gravity. His claws snapped out, ready. 

“Come get me,” he snarled. 

“I think this has gone far enough,” a deep, smooth 
voice resonated. A man stepped out on the gantry above the 
open floor of the chamber. He was tall, distinguished in his 
dark suit. His shocking white hair belied his vitality. He 
smiled faintly at the battered escapees. 

“I‟ve not been formally introduced. You may call me 
Magnus.” He tilted his head towards them. “Come quietly. 
Now.” He shrugged. “Or you will find a more painful path 
to submission.” 
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The ninja tightened in a half-circle around their 
opponents. The metal walls of the corridor twisted shut 
behind the fugitives, trapping them. Both sides faced off 
warily, waiting for the first strike to be thrown. 

“Logan,” Braddock whispered to the tense bundle of 
muscle and metal at her side. “Cut a path to the platform and 
I‟ll handle Magnus.” 

Logan yelped as he lifted off the ground several feet, 
awkwardly drifting. Magnus smiled, then nodded. “Disarm 
them. Take Braddock alive.” 

The northern wall erupted in a searing ball of flame. 
Chunks of concrete blasted through the startled ninja, 
scattering them across the room. The whole structure shook 
violently with the force of the explosion. Fire and thick black 
smoke billowed through the room. Magnus focused on 
deflecting the shrapnel that whistled at him from the broken 
wall. 

Logan dropped to the floor and sprinted for the gap 
along with the others. A slim figure dropped from the rafters, 
swinging towards the new hole on a grapple line.  

“Get your sorry hides out of there!” A huge man 
stepped up to the lip of the rubble strewn hole. His arms 
wrapped around a huge silver assault rifle. He let off a burst 
into the front ranks of the scattered ninja. 

“Thanks for the assist, boss!” The slim man ducked low 
to avoid the field of fire as he scrambled up the pile of rubble 
towards his partner. He turned and gestured for the others to 
follow. “Looks like you‟d best come with us for the 
moment,” he shouted over the suppressing fire of the huge 
gun. He dodged past the bigger man and headed out across 
the field towards the distant woods. 

The others quickly dodged past the heavily armed man 
and followed Forge. 
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Cable sprayed the rest of his clip into the black clad 
shapes. He swiftly pumped the grip on the barrel of the rifle 
and fired.  

Foomp. 

 The grenade detonated in a brilliant explosion. The 
loud groan of metal and cracking concrete filled the air as the 
roof high above began to collapse under its own weight. 
Ninja fled, all thoughts of battle gone. 

Cable smiled grimly to himself. He shouldered the rifle and 
ran to catch up with the others. Behind him, the roof 
shuddered once more and finally collapsed to the ground 
with a deafening roar and a vast cloud of dust. 

* 

The escapees jogged or hobbled through the light 
woods as the alarms wailed too close behind them. They 
veered over to the shelter of a dense thicket of young trees. 

“Watch for roadblocks,” the slim man said to Logan. 
“Keep to the woods for at least ten miles. Good luck finding 
your way out. I‟d invite you to hitch a ride on our chopper, 
but the policy is no riders,” he said with a wide smile on his 
narrow features. 

“Who the hell are you people?” Logan growled, 
unsettled. 

“Is there a problem here?” The man with the huge 
assault rifle walked up behind Logan.  

“No, no problem.” Forge said. “I was just introducing 
myself to our fellow escapees. You can call me Forge.” He 
extended his hand towards Logan. Logan stared at him. 

“Doesn‟t matter who we are,” Cable said gruffly. “You 
never saw us, right?” 

“Right,” Logan nodded. “Right. Thanks for the rescue,” 
he added, unsure. 
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“Tell me, monsieurs,” Remy interrupted, eyeing the 
silvered rifle. “Who exactly are you working for?” 

“Good luck with the rest of your escape,” Cable said 
sharply. He pushed at Forge, and the two men turned and 
jogged on into the forest. Forge glanced back once, then they 
were gone. 

“Okay,” Logan grunted. “They got the right idea.” 

Moments later, the copse of trees was deserted. 

* 

 Geraint rubbed his throbbing temples with both hands 
before stepping into the office. Once through the door, he 
stood at attention. He worked very hard to ignore the 
aftermath of Braddock‟s attack on his scrambled brain. 

“Sir, there have been some… complications.” 

“Yes. I know,” the man behind the chair murmured. 
The office‟s windowed wall was thick with dust. Thin crack 
lines were apparent on a couple of the panes. 

Geraint waited for the verdict to fall. 

“All goes according to plan,” the soothing voice said. 

Geraint blinked, startled. “But, sir,” he stammered. “We 
lost not only both prisoners, but also Ms. Braddock, our 
most recent prototype.” 

“Your grasp of current events is accurate, if 
incomplete,” the man agreed. “Besides,” he murmured. 
“Why do you think we lost Ms. Braddock? She is exactly 
where she needs to be. She will be quite useful amongst her 
current companions.” 

The man beckoned for Geraint to move closer. “Come. 
It is time we had a chat with Magnus. He might misinterpret 
what happened tonight.” 

“Yes, sir.” Geraint walked around the large desk and 
stepped up behind the high backed chair. He snapped paired 
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handles into place along the back. He gently turned the 
wheelchair about and steered for the door. 

The man in the chair rearranged the dark blanket 
draped across his useless legs and ran one hand across his 
bare scalp. 

“Soon, Geraint.” He rubbed his hands together as the 
other man guided the chair down the hall. “Soon Magnus‟s 
funding will get him what he wants and us what we want. 
When all the pieces fall into place, P.S.I. will be firmly in 
control of its own destiny.” The man‟s smile was sharp and 
cruel. 

“We all eagerly await that day, Dr. Xavier.” Geraint 
replied. 

Moments later they entered the den. Magnus stood 
waiting. Wisps of smoke still rose from his charred suit. He 
shrugged the tatters of his coat off his bulky shoulders and 
brushed futilely at the concrete dust that clung tenaciously to 
his shirt. 

“We need to talk, Charles.” His face was a 
thundercloud. 

“Of course, old friend,” Xavier nodded calmly. “We 
remain on schedule.” 

Magnus pinned the man in the chair with his steely 
gaze. “You anticipated this outcome?” 

Xavier‟s smile did not reach his eyes. “Of course. Trust 
me, Magnus. The situation is under control. Consider this a 
field test of our new technologies.” 

“It would have been appropriate for you to appraise me 
of your plan,” Magnus growled. Flecks of dust continued to 
sift out of his white hair. “Be wary, Charles. I‟ve known you 
for a long time, and have learned to allow you your secrets. 
The other members of the Inner Council may not be as 
forgiving as I am.” 
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 “Don‟t worry about that, my friend.” Xavier‟s cold 
smile returned. “ I know just how to handle them.” 

* 

Braddock sat atop the sloped roof of the motel, staring 
listlessly into the night sky.  Her taut, well honed muscles 
trembled with the release of tension after the night‟s events. 
The night air beckoned her. 

 “Got somethin‟ on yer mind, Bets?” Logan moved up 
silently behind her. 

 She remained silent for a while. She watched the night 
sky, watched the moon slide along its arc, its silvery eye ever 
vigilant. 

 “How did you know, Logan?” she whispered. 

 “Know what?” He knelt at her side. 

 “How did you know that mess in your skull would snap 
me out of it?” She turned from the stars to look at him. 

 Logan shrugged. “I didn‟t. It was a calculated risk. I 
figured all that noise I live in ought to be enough to throw 
anyone for a loop. And I figgered there‟d be something of 
the Betsy I knew that would be looking for any opening to 
break out.” 

 Braddock dropped her head. She stared at her hands 
clasped in her lap. They looked to her like the hands of a 
stranger.  “I don‟t know who I am anymore. They‟ve 
completely destroyed who I was, Logan. The old Elizabeth 
Braddock is gone, and instead they‟ve replaced her with a 
deadly killing machine. How am I supposed to know who I 
am?” 

 Logan watched her for a moment before he replied. 
“What you see ain‟t always what you get.” He looked down 
at the three small scars on the backs of both his hands. “Lisa 
taught me that. You‟ll have to learn it for yourself.” 
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 Logan moved to stand up, but stopped as Braddock 
placed a cool hand on his arm. 

 “How do you know you can trust me, Logan?” Her eyes 
pleaded with him for answers. 

 Logan held her gaze, unflinching. “Trust ain‟t about 
what you know, Bets, but what you feel.” He gently removed 
her hand from his arm and turned away. “The one thing I‟ve 
learned running from the Project all these years is to trust my 
instinct.” He looked at her over his shoulder. “It tells me 
you‟re okay, and I‟ll stick to that „till it tells me otherwise.” 

 He left, and she listened to his footsteps recede down 
the side of the roof. 

 “How do I know if I can trust myself?” she whispered 
to the wind. 
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Safety in Isolation 
 

Tuesday, March 5, 2002 

 Logan stood with his eyes closed and shirt off, his hand 
in the air, feeling a little foolish. 

 “Can you feel it?” Braddock asked. 

 “Uh,” Logan stalled. 

 “Open your eyes,” she said with a smile. He did. 

 She stood opposite him, her hand in the air as well, just 
an inch from his, palms facing each other. “Now for God‟s 
sake, Logan, relax,” she said. 

 “I am relaxed, darlin.” 

 “One step at a time,” she murmured, more to herself 
than him. “Now, keep your hand opposite mine; be my 
mirror reflection.” She moved her hand slowly to the left, 
and he moved his like her mirror reflection. Then she moved 
it to the right. He followed. She picked up a little speed, 
moving in a slow circular pattern. He copied the move. She 
snapped right, and he kept up, if a fraction late. She stopped, 
her hand in the middle. 

 “Now you,” she said, amusement sparking in her eyes. 

 “Great,” he muttered. “Ninja pattycake.” But he moved 
his hand nonetheless, and she followed.  

They stood in a forest glade, the empty spring sky 
above them, the coniferous trees around them changing 
scent as they awoke after a drowsy winter. Nearby, a stream 
played across the low point of the clearing on its way down 
to wider waters. The air was a bit chilly, but that did not 
hamper the two who moved together over the uneven earth. 

After a minute or so of switching back and forth, 
she stepped back. 
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 “Do you feel it?” she asked. “The connection?” 

 “I simply do not get it,” he muttered, eyeing her blackly. 
“I hate feelin stupid.” 

 She raised an eyebrow. “Relax, Logan. It is always 
awkward to admit ignorance. Once you have, then you can 
get past it and learn.” 

 He winced. “This‟d be easier if you‟d tell me the point, 
you know?” 

 She nodded. “Here is the point. Touch me.” 

 His expression cleared. “Finally, somethin that makes 
sense.” He reached out, and she was not there. 

 He looked puzzled for a moment, looking at where she 
stood beside him, lips pursed with suppressed laughter, mirth 
in her eyes. He reached again, and she was behind him. 
Stepped back with a grab, and she was next to him. A 
ferocious grin spread across his features. “Here we go,” he 
said, clapping his hands together and rubbing them. He 
crouched, and sprang. 

 She was out of the way of his spring, and behind him. 
He spun low with a kick but she had simply stepped to the 
side; at no time was she more than three feet away. Never 
out of arm‟s reach. 

 He played tag with her for a few minutes, then stopped, 
his muscled chest heaving with exertion, eyeing her sharply. 
She was cool and collected and… untouched. 

 “I take it back,” he grunted. “Still don‟t make sense. I 
sure as hell aint slow.” 

 “No,” she agreed. “You are very quick, superhumanly 
fast. But you move on your muscles.” 

 “We aint all psychic,” he scowled. She shook her head. 

 “That‟s not what I meant. The purpose of my training 
was to teach my body to obey thought. The body is trained 
to rely on the goals of the mind and to accomplish them. An 



 

44 

example. I learned to punch, yes, early on. But then I was 
taught to forget how to punch. I learned to simply desire an 
effect upon the target, and my body carries out my orders. 
The training to reach that level of focus and control is,” she 
shrugged, “unpleasant but highly effective.” 

 Logan eyed her for a moment. “Run that down my 
other side,” he said slowly. “Half my brain must not be 
catchin it.” 

 “While you‟re moving to punch me, there‟s a lot of 
wasted tension in your body,” she said, touching his hard 
arm. “Your chest is tight, your arms are already partly flexed, 
and as you move, your body tells anyone who‟s looking and 
sensing exactly where you‟re going. Contrast that with a body 
trained to act before the thought is even completed. The 
mind is capable of much greater feats in the subconscious 
than it is in the conscious realm, and the body can move 
much faster if it is freed to do so. An example: tennis.” She 
raised an eyebrow at him. “You ever play tennis?” 

 “Seen it on tv,” he said, jutting his chin out at her, his 
hair wildly sweeping up from his head. 

 “If you teach your arm to swing for you, then all you 
have to think about is where you want the ball to go, and 
your body gets you to it and sends it over. When you are 
focused on the game, you reach a detachment, where you are 
allowing your reflexes and training to play for you instead of 
thinking the swing through.” 

 “I don‟t play tennis,” he said slowly, “but I do drop the 
hammer and let go, let my body do the thinking for me. Has 
been known to happen.” He actually blushed. 

 She nodded. “What I‟m demonstrating is how to do that 
while fully in control; rather than letting your body handle 
things on its own, you give it guidance and let your training 
do the rest. The training normally takes at least a decade, but 
at the end you are free to forget it all with your mind and 
simply become what you are, for you have been… 



 

   45 

transformed.” A shadow flitted across her features for a 
moment. 

 Logan sighed. “Enough prancin around in the meadow. 
Let‟s get back to the cabin.” He glanced at the lowering sun. 
“Bout a hour till dusk.” He scooped up his shirt and 
buttoned it on while Betsy looked out across the forest. 

 “I envy you, Logan,” she said quietly. 

 “I‟m sure with enough gel yer hair can do this,” he said 
to her back with a rakish smile. 

 “The way you see the world,” she said, steadfastly 
looking out over the valley. “The sights and sounds and 
smells; the world must seem more… real to you than it does 
to me.” 

 “More real?” Logan said, thinking it over. “Hm. Not 
more real. Just… less built around people, if you know what I 
mean. More what it is and less what people think it is.” 

 The hike back to the cabin was short. Logan scooped up 
an armload of firewood and bumped the door open, 
dumping the split wood into the bin by the Franklin stove. 
Betsy got a match out of the box and lightly jumped up on a 
chair. She turned up the gas, struck the match on the rafter, 
and lit the lamp. She dropped as Logan was lighting the 
stove. 

 “Aint much,” Logan said, looking around the two room 
cabin, “but you knew what you were getting yourself into.” 
He grinned. 

 “Indeed,” she said, and she lowered herself into one of 
the deep and comfortable chairs backed against the wall 
between the cabin‟s two rooms. “You certainly have a gift for 
privacy.” 

 “Yeah,” he said, looking out the window. “I‟ve had to. 
Beans and franks?” 
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 “Sounds delicious,” she said, leaning her head back and 
closing her eyes. 

 She flashed out of her mind, more reflex than anything 
else. Logan, by the stove, was a tough read, so her mind 
slipped past him and soared up and out, as though she was 
ground zero for a sensory explosion. Her probe sliced 
through the woods, and rippled out like a shock wave; at the 
limit of a mile there were no intellects but the half-formed 
body thoughts of animals and the thought echoes of insect 
programming. She held at that range, then returned. Logan 
was oblivious. 

 Her psionics called this stretch of land empty because 
she and Logan were the only ones with sentient thought. She 
put her face in her hands for a moment and breathed deep. 

 Logan glanced over his shoulder. “You alright?” 

 “I‟ll be fine,” she said clearly, and she swept her hands 
back from her face to her hair, smoothly capturing it. She 
twisted it into a simple knot she had mastered during her 
training. “Need help with supper?” 

 “If we wuzn‟t packin light I‟d a brought my „Kiss the 
Chef‟ apron,” he said. “Don‟t spoil my fun. But you can set 
the table. Supper‟s almost done. I luv beans n franks.” In a 
rapid practiced motion he sliced up the hot dogs with a 
paring knife, then tossed them in the skillet. They hissed and 
a wisp of smoke curled up. “Oh, and if yer itchin for 
somethin to do, you can get water from the spring.” He 
gestured at two buckets upside down on the washing board. 

 She scooped up the buckets and headed out into the 
gathering dusk. 

 By the time she returned, Logan had brought the hot 
dogs to a sizzle and dumped the beans over them; he was in 
the middle of pouring molasses and barbecue sauce on them 
when she set the heavy buckets on the board. 
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 “Just in time,” he said. “You got yer ninja secrets, but I 
control the perfect mix of spices and sauces for franks n 
beans,” he grinned. 

 “The suspense,” she said dryly, “has me enthralled.” 

 “Mock if you will,” he said, nodding his head and 
grinning, “but I‟ll make a believer of ya.” 

 She dipped water out of the buckets into the big plastic 
mugs on the table and delicately seated herself on the dented 
folding chair. 

 “Dinner,” he said loftily, swinging the skillet off the 
stove and clomping over to the table, “is served.” 

 “Merci, Monsieur,” she said with an elegant nod. He 
scraped a pile of steaming food onto her plate, the rest onto 
his. He dumped the skillet in the sink and took his seat. 

 “Yer most welcome,” he said, grinning at her. His grin 
softened. “I mean that, Bets.” 

 She smiled, and speared some of his culinary 
masterpiece on her fork. She tried it out, a questioning line 
wrinkling her forehead. She slowly chewed, then nodded. 
“Interesting,” she said. 

 He grinned. “Yeah, well, you don‟t hafta down it just ta 
make me happy,” he said. 

 “No, I mean it,” she said. “It is… interesting. Not what 
I‟m used to.” 

 Logan shrugged. “I get that a lot,” he said. 

 They ate in quietness for a short time. She paused, 
looking at him directly. “You don‟t ask many questions,” she 
said. 

 He sighed. “I don‟t need to,” he said. “I know enough.” 

 “You don‟t want to know how I ended up… there?” she 
said. 
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 He put down his fork and looked up at her. “What you 
were doing at the Institute is none of my business until 
somebody makes it my business.” He hesitated. “I trust you, 
Bets. Even if you‟d rather I didn‟t.” 

 “What makes you think I‟d rather you didn‟t?” she 
asked. 

 “Let‟s call it a shot in the dark and let it go,” Logan said 
with a shrug. “I decided a long time ago that you can either 
trust people or you can not trust people. Hell, there was a 
time when I went back and forth, back and forth, tryin ta 
figure out who I could trust. Even odds between when I was 
dead right and dead wrong. That‟s just too much work, Bets, 
and I am not up for it. My instincts trust you. So I will trust 
you. And that means somethin.” 

 “What does that mean?” she asked quietly. 

 He grinned, leaning back. “I got a overactive heart and a 
empty head, more‟n likely. I‟ve seen both sides of that one, 
and I think I got the better deal.” 

 “I think you‟re goofy,” she said primly, spearing a hot 
dog chunk on her fork. He barked a laugh.  

 “That reminds me,” Logan said, getting up. 

 “Do you ever sit still for more than ten minutes?” she 
asked as he headed out to the porch. 

 As soon as he went out he came back in, holding a 
cardboard box. “I brought you a cabin-warmin present to 
welcome you proper and all, since you‟ll be out here for a 
little while.” He put it down and shuffled his boots. “Go on, 
open it.” He grinned. 

 “But Logan,” she said, “I didn‟t bring you anything.” 
She started on the box. 

 “That‟s alright,” he said. “This was too good ta pass up.” 

 She got the box open and lifted out a mass of flannel. 
She stood and shook it out. 
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 “Flannel nightie,” Logan grinned. “Gets cold up here at 
night.” 

 She couldn‟t repress a smile as she looked it over; purple 
and red and green, with a buttoned neck, and it fell all the 
way to her ankles, with long sleeves to boot. “It‟s amazing, 
Logan,” she said, shaking her head. He laughed. 

 “Sure is. Now I‟m gonna do the dishes and then go for 
my night run.” 

 “Don‟t worry about the dishes,” she said, folding up the 
night gown. “I‟ll take care of that. Go get your run in.” 

 “Be back,” he said, and he was through the door and off 
the low porch, then he disappeared into the brush. 

 She sat back down at the table and let her mind follow 
him into the darkness. The Project had left some psionic 
noise in his adamantium-wrapped brain. His thoughts 
remained psionically garbled and difficult to sort through, 
whether he liked it or not. She found it hard to penetrate his 
thoughts, but simple to follow his path in the darkness. 

 She put some water in a pan on the stove and heated up 
dishwater, absently looking down at her hands and smiling. 
Wondering if the toughening exercises they had put her 
through, the ability to sink her hands into hot sand, then hot 
gravel, would protect her from dishpan hands. 

 More than likely. 

* 

 Logan cleared the rotting log with a sideways hop and 
jogged down the trail he was breaking in. The owls were 
starting early tonight; not ten yards away he heard a startled 
mouse scrabble for a moment with a squeak as the ghostly 
talons snipped it from the earth. The forest was sighing, 
letting the heat of the day release back into the night sky. 
Animals prowled. The trees shifted their weight and loads in 
the dim evening breeze. The sun‟s glory followed it down 
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under the horizon. Stars, like the scents of evening, revealed 
themselves singly and in groups. 

 Moving through the evening, Logan found what he was 
looking for. A jump and a scrabble carried him to the top of 
a flat rock that stuck out of the hillside. At the base of the 
shelf was a fallen tree that had cleared just enough of a gap in 
the canopy for him to have an excellent view of the cabin. 
He saw Braddock‟s shadow moving inside. 

 Settling himself, he pulled out a cigar and lit it. Now, 
Betsy, she didn‟t like cigars, so he didn‟t smoke them inside 
when she came. One sure did taste good after dinner, 
though. Especially such an excellent dinner as beans and 
franks. 

 He drew on the cigar, and let the smoke drift out of his 
nose and mouth, losing itself in his wild hair. He lay on his 
back in the gathering chill of evening, enjoying the warmth 
of the sunbaked rock. He counted stars, knowing where they 
should be but completely ignorant of constellations. 

 “Like freckles,” he muttered. “Like the sky has got 
glowing freckles.” He drew deeply on the cigar again. 

 Soon he would get up and finish his rounds; check the 
edge of the lake, climb to his lookout to check the road to 
town, go into the old stands of ancient forest, then back to 
the cabin. 

 For now, though, the flat rock overlooking the cabin 
was difficult to leave. 

* 

 Braddock finished her sweep of the cabin, and could 
find no clock. A battered radio was on a shelf, and it had an 
unopened package of batteries next to it. In case of 
emergency. 

 Logan‟s cabin might not be much, but it certainly was 
tidy. The blankets were folded and stashed, the few cooking 
implements and dishes were neatly stacked in the cupboard, 
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and the floor was regularly swept before she came. He kept a 
tidy lair. She imagined a pile of bones outside the door of 
previous victims, as a warning, and suppressed a smile. 

 Logan‟s boots hit the boardwalk of the porch, and he 
swung into the cabin with an armload of wood. “Ya know,” 
he said as he dumped the wood in the bin by the stove, “I‟m 
really glad your ninja trainin overcame yer ladylike upbringin 
so you can use the outhouse.” 

 She arched an eyebrow. “The dark holds no fear for a 
ninja,” she said. “Nor anything in it.” 

 “So how come I plowed through those jokers that 
attacked me on the roof of the institute?” Logan asked as he 
opened the front of the stove and tossed a stick, then 
another, of firewood into the stove. 

 She sighed as she took a seat on his battered couch. 
“Training takes a minimum of ten years, and for most ninja it 
takes twenty. Those with any level of skill undertake field 
missions during training. They are skilled fighters, but they 
are not completely transformed yet. Skilled men and women 
on their way to becoming ninjas have a place in combat, or in 
spy duties. Of course they all can‟t be at the level of master 
ninja, experts. You have to start somewhere, and they think 
that field experience teaches things that are more time 
consuming to learn in a dojo.” 

 “Well, I guess I schooled them proper,” Logan said. 

 “The ones that survived,” Betsy shrugged. “Had it been 
a master, you never would have seen the attack coming and 
your skeleton and healing factor would not have saved you.” 

 “Are you a master?” Logan asked, closing the front of 
the stove. 

 She shook her head. “No. Even with a year of 
accelerated, technologically enhanced training I am only 
masterful, not a master. I saw things…” she trembled for a 
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moment. “A ninja master is no longer human,” she said 
simply. And let it drop. 

 So did Logan. 

 “I‟m tuckered out,” he said. “Why don‟t you turn in and 
I‟ll finish closin up shop. You tired?” 

 “I suppose I am,” she said with a smile. 

 He nodded at the doorway with the curtain caught up to 
one side. “Well, go on in and I‟ll finish up out here.” 

 She rose, nodded to her host, and walked into the dark 
room. Her senses led her to the match on the table. She lit it, 
and lit the candle by the big bed. It had no frame, just box 
springs and a mattress on the floor. She sat on the bed, 
kicked off her shoes, and started brushing her hair. She 
paused, got up, slipped out of her clothes and pulled on the 
flannel night gown. She smiled. 

 Logan climbed up on the chair, turned off the overhead 
light, and puttered around in the dimness from the stove for 
a few minutes. Then he shucked off his shirt and lay down 
on the couch, pulling a blanket over his shoulders. 

 “Night Bets,” he said. 

 “Good night, Logan,” she replied. 

 She didn‟t go to sleep right away. By the time she had 
read a chapter in the novel she had bought at the airport, he 
was softly snoring. 

 That was the best lullaby she could have asked for. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

Wednesday, March 6, 2002 

 After a quick breakfast of oatmeal, they pushed back 
from the table. 
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 “I‟m going to go take a bath,” she said. 

 “I showed you where the crick is, you remember, right?” 
Logan said. 

 She smiled. “I can memorize complex blueprints with a 
glance, navigate a maze in the dark by smell, and you want to 
know if I can find a place not a mile from here you showed 
me three days ago.” 

 “No need to get all smug,” he muttered. “I saw 
something suspicious on the north ridge last night, I‟m 
gonna go check it out.” 

 “If you didn‟t find anything suspicious, I suspect you 
would get bored,” Betsy said. 

 “That I might,” he grinned. Then he plucked his hat off 
the coat rack and was gone out the door, across the clearing, 
into the woods. 

 Braddock stretched luxuriously, then stood and collected 
her shampoo and towel and soap and headed out the door 
herself. 

 Logan moved through the woods low and at good 
speed, staying in practice. In twenty minutes he had reached 
the area that had sparked suspicion last night. He examined it 
more closely. 

 At the base of the tree, an odd smell but a familiar one. 
He sniffed, sniffed the bark, where scents sometimes caught 
in the striated wood, away from the breeze. Yep. 
Unmistakable. 

 Brimstone. 

 He glanced at the tree, his fingers running lightly over its 
bark. There, there, there. Someone climbed this tree in a 
hurry. Someone agile. 

 Bet he jumped down. 

 Logan walked around to the other side, and looked at 
the ground. 
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 Two toes and a dewclaw toe. Yes, he had company. 
Probably startled him in the dark last night. 

 He looked around the woods, then started off down the 
trail left by the three toed interloper. 

* 

 She pulled her clothes back on, her body loose and tight 
from the biting cold water of the spring. She twisted her hair, 
just so, to get most of the water out of it. Then she twirled 
and twisted it for a few seconds, and it was in a serviceable 
bun that would stay put. She mused that advanced hair care 
was not something she had expected to learn from ninja 
conditioning, but she didn‟t complain. 

 Her fourth day at the cabin, she reflected as she walked 
back up the narrow trail. Four days and it already felt kind of 
like home. She let her mind out to sift the surroundings, out 
of habit. Irritation ahead, and not far from the track. She 
picked up the pace. 

 Logan squatted, looking down at the path. 

 “Not peeking, I hope,” she said dryly. 

 “Nope,” he said. 

 “What are you following?” she asked. 

 “Deer,” he lied. He stood and smiled. “Let‟s head back. 
I found a rabbit warren not far from here, so I figure we‟ll 
have stewed coneys for supper.” 

 “Coneys?” 

 “Bunny rabbits,” Logan grinned. “Good eatin.” 

 “You should work for Disney,” she sighed with a smile. 
“Logan, thank you for inviting me up here. The woods are 
really quite beautiful.” 

 “Yer welcome,” he said. “I feel lucky to have this place. 
I‟ve only been up here a couple weeks myself, I‟m learnin the 
place.” 
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 “Really?” she said, surprised. “You fit in so well I 
thought you must have lived here for years.” 

 “Nah,” he said, gesturing. They started up the trail. “I 
lived in a tiny apartment in New York.” 

 “Really?” she said, genuinely surprised. “I wouldn‟t have 
guessed.” 

 “I didn‟t say I liked it,” he said. “But it was necessary.” 
He was abruptly quiet. Then he sighed. “Anyway, I got one 
week left before I gotta get back to work.” 

 “What do you do?” she asked. “For work.” 

 “I‟m a Security Specialist,” he said with a lopsided grin, 
“at Stark International.” 

 “What does that mean?” she asked. 

 “Not sure yet,” he shrugged. “And even if I was, it‟d be 
classified. I could tell you, but then I‟d have to whack not 
only you but all the people you telepathically linked with 
before maximum checkout.” He grinned. 

 “Stark sounds paranoid,” Braddock said. “What is he 
hiding?” 

 “Like I‟d know,” Logan said. “But enough about me. I 
mean it. I like this place,” he said, gesturing around, “because 
there‟s no questions, no thinkin, no time besides day and 
night. I can just be, and let it be.” 

 She was quiet for a moment, and their feet crunched 
along the path. “That‟s profound,” she said. 

 He shrugged. “Don‟t know about that. It‟s true.” 

 She looked away over the trees. “Privacy is so hard to 
get,” she said. “Even the people who say they want to honor 
it walk on eggshells so they don‟t offend you, but find it hard 
to get around their questions to deal with you when no 
answers are forthcoming. The only other people who don‟t 
ask don‟t care; about the answers or about you.” 
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 He looked at her sideways, and her delicate Asian 
features were almost sad. 

 “I do care,” he said, and he looked for the words to 
explain. 

 “I know,” she said. She quickly looked away from him. 
“This is a wonderful place, Logan.” 

 He felt suddenly awkward and didn‟t know why. He 
wasn‟t sure whether to thank her or apologize. So he 
swallowed his puzzlement and let it go, wondering if 
everything was alright.  

 They got back to the cabin. “Well,” Logan said, “I‟ve 
got some trackin ta do. I think a bear came onto the 
premises, and I‟m gonna find it an make sure it‟s laired right, 
so it don‟t come down here. The dump‟s a good mile away, 
so we should be out of harm‟s way.” 

 “I‟ll amuse myself,” she said. He nodded curtly and 
headed off into the brush. 

 She went inside and puttered until he was well and truly 
out of earshot. Then she unzipped her black bag. She pulled 
out a pair of butterfly swords, their blades wide and short, 
sheer purple and black scarves on their pommels. She walked 
out into the clearing. 

 Set her stance. 

 Slowly at first, she began working through the iterations 
of the sword kata. Then faster. As she moved faster, her 
mind was freed as her reflexes took over; her body knew the 
routine better than she did. Conditioning. Her mind 
expanded as her body moved. 

 Twirling and spinning and slashing, blocking, parrying, 
thrusting, kicking, she moved around and around. Finally she 
reached the end of the kata and stopped, still breathing 
lightly, and her consciousness was sharpened. 

 Thought. 
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 She spun and faced the cabin, her psionics sharply 
focused. There; through layers of defense, a mind. A mind 
that had been there for some time. 

 She heard a muffled tearing crack on the other side of 
the cabin, then another on the far side of the clearing. She 
spun to see a crouched figure. 

 He was blue, swathed in drifting fumes. 

 Beyond that, he had pale yellow eyes, and the hands he 
extended as if to ward her off each had two fingers and a 
thumb, same as his feet. He was dressed in dark leathers, and 
aside from a thin blade in a sheath at his waist he seemed 
unarmed. 

 Seemed. 

 “Explain yourself,” she said, her voice tight with anger. 

 “Greetings and good morning,” he said quickly. “I came 
to speak with you.” 

 “Took your sweet time showing yourself,” she said 
sharply. 

 “I did not wish to interrupt,” he explained. “I wanted to 
choose a time that would not startle you. I come bearing 
news.” 

 “How did you evade my probes?” she asked. 

 He sighed. “If you must know, it‟s a bit of technology 
designed against your particular talent, but I can tell you no 
more about it. Please, I have news you must hear.” 

 “Go on,” she said. She sensed Logan coming, fast and 
quiet. Tracking a bear, indeed. 

 “Concerning the ninja clan, the Hand,” he said. 
“Because of your break with the Institute, they have broken 
their ties as well. Since you are an outsider, you must be 
killed to protect their secrets. They will hunt you…” he said, 
glancing around, “to the ends of the earth.” 
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 “Don‟t take kindly,” Logan said from behind the 
newcomer, “ta trespassers.” 

 “Logan,” the fuzzy blue man said, “we must talk as 
well.” 

 “By all means, finish with the lady,” Logan said. “Don‟t 
be in a hurry ta talk ta me. You might not like it.” 

 Elizabeth Braddock had been thinking. “You are right,” 
she said to the furry blue man. “I can‟t stay here. I must 
return and face them.” 

 “I‟ll go with ya,” Logan said. 

 “No,” she replied, shaking her head slowly. “This I must 
do alone.” 

 “I‟m good at causing distractions,” Logan said, stepping 
out of the brush. “And I aint a mac truck when I‟m tryin ta 
be quiet, either.” 

 “I don‟t doubt your skill or your friendship, Logan,” she 
said. She turned to the trespasser. “Why did you bring this 
news to me?” she asked. 

 “My employers do not wish you to be killed,” he said 
simply. He flashed a bright white smile. “Goodbye.” 

 A dull muffled crack resounded, and he was gone, 
leaving only swirling hazy smoke and the stench of 
brimstone behind. 

 Braddock sighed. 

 “Smoke „em if you got „em,” she said, waving the smoke 
away from her face. 

 “Fair enough,” Logan shrugged, pulling out a cigar. 
“You know, one of these days I‟m gonna throttle the identity 
of his employers out of him.” 

* 

 They sat quietly on the porch in the warmth of the 
afternoon. Logan‟s cigar trailed a lazy drift of smoke. His 
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boots were propped up on the railing. Betsy sat with her legs 
primly crossed, a glass of tea forgotten on the small table 
beside her. 

 “I‟m leaving at dusk,” she said quietly. He nodded. 

 The afternoon unwound around them. 

 “The spy isn‟t gone,” she said. 

 “I know,” Logan replied. “Him an me got business still.” 

 “Should I leave sooner?” Braddock asked. 

 “Nope,” Logan said. He put the cigar to his lips and 
breathed in through it; the tip flared. He puffed the smoke 
out and lowered the cigar again. Ash fell to the floor 
unheeded. 

 Braddock bit her lip, looking out over the clearing and 
into the forest. “Logan,” she said, “I‟m not sure how to say 
this.” 

 “Say what?” he asked. 

 “I‟m not available, Logan. I have… too many questions. 
Too much to sort through.” 

 He barked a laugh. “Bets, even if you were available, I 
wouldn‟t make the move,” he said. He looked directly at her. 
“I got few enough friends in this world without screwin up 
with one of the best.” He looked back over the yard. “You 
always got a place to run to, long as I got or can make a 
place,” he said, his tone final. “Always.” 

 She found herself unable to speak for a moment. 

 “That work for you?” he asked softly. 

 She nodded. “That works for me,” she said, and she 
couldn‟t help but smile. 

* 

 Dusk. 

 She left, supper still warm in her stomach. 
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 He watched her go. 

 The trespasser returned. 

 “What do you want, Kurt,” Logan said, looking into the 
deepening gloom. “Make it snappy.” 

 “First of all to thank you,” Kurt said. “Stark does not 
make defective explosives.” 

 “Yer welcome. Now to the point.” He did not turn. 

 Kurt chuckled. “I don‟t suppose you‟d believe that was 
the point?” 

 “Not a chance in heaven or hell.” 

 Kurt sighed. “My employers have not given up on 
Tymaz Nine.” 

 Logan faced him. “Stark doesn‟t have it any more,” 
Logan said. “He destroyed the sample when he 
manufactured the countermeasure to the disease.” 

 Kurt raised an eyebrow. “And you believe Stark?” 

 “Yep.” 

 Kurt sighed. “Don‟t. It‟s a sure bet he still has a 
sample.” 

 “I won‟t save you again, Kurt.” 
 “If you find out he still has a sample,” Kurt said slowly, 
“perhaps you would feel differently. Perhaps you would 
consider making a deal?” 

 “Kurt,” Logan said, choosing his words, “no. Not a 
chance.” 

 “Then,” Kurt said, “it seems we have nothing further to 
discuss.” 

 “How about the weather?” Logan said, looking up into 
the deep star-splashed expanse. 

 He was alone. 
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* 

 She waited. Right on time, he prowled under her tree, 
along the trail she had left. Then it ended; not in a stream or 
over a wall or on a slab of stone; right there in the loam the 
tracks just stopped. He looked around, puzzled, then 
realization dawned on him. 

 “Bets,” he sighed, “yer better than I am in the woods 
now. Will the travesties never cease? You gonna start makin 
better franks n beans than me next?” 

 Logan‟s words echoed in the empty woods. 

 He looked down at his boots and shuffled a little. 
“Okay, so I broke my word. I‟m comin after ya. Bang ya got 
me.” He looked around in the canopy, sniffed. 

 Her ninja training was too comprehensive for him to 
detect her so simply. 

 “You aint gone,” he muttered. “Not yet. Might as well 
be, though.” He sighed. “Thanks fer comin. If you ever need 
to come out here when I aint around, place is yours. And if 
you ever need anythin, just look up Stark. He‟ll know how to 
reach me, even if I‟m unreachable. Guess that‟s all there is to 
say.” He turned and trudged back the way he came. 

 Silent, elegant, invisible, she raised her hand to bid him 
farewell. Then she was gone, and the trees rustled with the 
night breeze. 
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Achieving Failure 

by Kyle Monroe 

Tuesday, March 5, 2002 

 “Dammit!” Fury slammed his fist against the table. His 
face was flushed red, and veins bulged in his forehead. “You 
had Logan, and you let him walk!” 

 “With all due respect, sir,” Forge interjected. His 
mechanical hand tapped restlessly against his knee. “We had 
no way of knowing who Logan was or his value to the 
Project. We didn‟t even know it was him until the mission 
debriefing, when you saw the footage from Cable‟s eye.” 
Cable, seated beside Forge at the table, glowered at the wall 
just past Fury‟s head. He was as impassive as the steel that 
comprised half his body. 

 Fury glared at the two operatives. “He‟s the most 
wanted ex-operative of the Project. He has evaded capture 
for almost twenty years, and you can‟t recognize his ugly 
mug?” 

“His file is classified, sir,” Cable growled deep in his 
throat. 

Fury leaned across the table towards Cable, who did not 
look away. “Watch it, soldier.” Fury leaned back in his chair. 
He rubbed absently at his left eye. His traditional eyepatch 
was gone, replaced by a metallic orb in his maimed eye 
socket. The skin around the new addition was slightly red 
from his agitated rubbing.  

“No more screw-ups, gentlemen.” He glared at Forge, 
who watched him coolly. 
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Fury grabbed a laptop from beside the table and 
snapped it open. “Time for the two of you to receive your 
next assignment.” He tapped a couple commands into the 
laptop, and information readouts filled the screen. 

“The one good thing you two managed to pull out of 
this disaster was the data you retrieved from P.S.I.‟s 
computer.” Fury pushed a key on the laptop, and the 
flatscreen monitor on the wall behind him glowed to life. “As 
you can see, the files provided us with the location P.S.I. is 
using to build their psionic operatives.” Maps flashed past on 
the screen behind him. “Extechops has determined that 
P.S.I.‟s continued existence is a threat to our objectives. 
However, their research could prove quite useful.” He 
glanced up from the laptop at the two men across the table. 
“Your mission will be to eliminate these psi-active operatives 
so the Project will be free to move in and assume control of 
the rest of the organization.” 

“Operative Forge,” he continued, “successful 
accomplishment of your mission objectives will depend on 
the new technologies you were instructed to develop. 
Report.” 

“Of course, sir.” Forge pulled a datapad from his belt. 
“Once I completed your new eye,” he began, glancing at the 
metallic orb glaring at him from Fury‟s eye socket, “I began 
work on the psi sensors per your instructions.” Forge pulled 
up the sensor‟s specifications on the pad and passed it across 
the table to Fury. “As you can see, its capabilities are still not 
quite up to detecting mere psi capability in an individual. It 
can only detect the active use of psionic abilities, whether 
receiving psionic impressions or transmitting them. With a 
couple more weeks of work I can probably—” 

“We can‟t wait that long,” Fury interrupted. He glanced 
swiftly at the specifications on the pad, then slid it back 
across the table. “We need to move on this now, before our 
intelligence is obsolete.”  
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Forge sighed. “In that case, we‟ll have to create some 
sort of massive psionic disruption which would impact all of 
their operatives so they will show up on the sensors. Then 
we plug the sensor adapter into their own motion-sensitive 
detection network, adapting its receptors so that the cameras 
can cross-reference and upload portraits of sensitives. Then 
we can discriminate in an attack.” Forge rubbed absently at 
the metal housing of his synthetic left leg. 

Fury nodded towards Cable. “Operative Cable, the 
Project took you in and fixed you up after P.S.I. discarded 
you.  Now‟s your chance to repay that debt.” 

Cable‟s head swiveled slowly towards Fury. “I always 
make good on my debts.” 

Fury nodded curtly. He turned back to Forge. “Cable 
will handle the creation of the disturbance you‟ll need to 
locate the psychers. I‟ve got something else I need you on 
ASAP. Considering the mess you two made of your last 
mission, this time you get babysitters. Forge, I want you to 
wrap up development on your remote operative tracking 
system. I want to be able to watch every move the two of 
you make. And you‟d better make damned sure the 
transmission is undetectable. If the enemy picks up the signal 
and traces it back to our new base, you‟d best get real good at 
hiding real fast, because once the dust settles a strike team 
will be on your asses like white on rice. Am I understood?” 

“Yes, sir!” Forge said stiffly. 

“Dismissed!” Fury barked at him. 

Forge saluted, and when the gesture was returned, he 
made good his exit. 

“Jackass,” he mumbled once out of the debriefing 
room. Forge hurried through the tight halls of Extechops‟ 
freshly completed base towards his cramped lab. He‟d had a 
hand in the development of the base, yet he still felt 
uncomfortable in its claustrophobic hallways. He was used to 
the wide-open land of the reservation he‟d grown up on. The 
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windowless metal corridors and the black rubber matting 
underfoot fit the needs of the underwater facility, but 
provided precious little comfort for the soul. Somehow, that 
was entirely fitting for the organization he‟d designed it for. 

Still, there was plenty to keep him busy here. A 
ventilation problem was endemic to the whole base. Fresh air 
was at a premium on the bottom of Lake Superior. The 
base‟s atmosphere moved sluggishly, if at all. It was heavy 
with ambient moisture and the acrid tang of polluted water. 
Security personnel and researchers alike grumbled about 
feeling like canned tuna. 

Yet, despite its flaws, the base was unparalleled in its 
technological achievements. It drew oxygen directly from its 
surroundings by pushing lake water through enormous 
synthetic gills. These gills also served to purify a portion of 
its intake for drinking water. The massive fusion generator at 
the core of the facility would power the seemingly endless 
array of computer banks and experimental equipment 
continuously for decades, in addition to providing for the 
headquarters‟ basic operations. All in all, it was an amazing 
triumph, despite the discomfort of the crew. 

The door to his lab slid open after verifying a 
fingerprint scan of his remaining biological hand. The long 
narrow room inside was packed with gleaming machinery, 
tangled cables and wires, and buzzing computers. Forge 
dropped himself into a comfortable chair in front of a bulky 
computer array. The arc of oversized monitors snapped to 
life as Forge activated the mainframe.  

He removed the tip of the index finger of his left hand 
and aimed the infrared beam it emitted at a detector on the 
console. The center two monitors lit up with images at his 
remote command. The left monitor displayed a camera image 
of Fury, still in the debriefing room, talking rapidly. Forge 
left the sound on mute and the computer automatically 
compensated by displaying Fury‟s overheard words along the 
bottom of the screen.  
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The right monitor displayed the opposite side of the 
debriefing room. Cable sat staring impassively towards the 
camera. Occasionally the big man would nod, or ask a quick 
question. No sound input arrived from this feed, so Forge 
set a computer algorithm to interpret Cable‟s lip movements 
and the resulting text fed across the bottom of the right 
screen. Forge took in the twin displays which, when put 
together, provided him a complete view of the debriefing 
room. 

He smiled to himself. “Yes, those replacement eyes are 
working out nicely for all of us.” Forge scratched idly at his 
metallic leg as he tweaked the images on the screen to bring 
them into sharper focus. “And perhaps I‟m a bit further 
along on that undetectable surveillance equipment than I let 
on.” Satisfied with the remote feed‟s settings, he sat back to 
read the conversation between Fury and Cable.  

Forge‟s eyes widened as the briefing continued. He 
leaned in close to the monitors, not believing what the words 
scrolling along their bottom edges were telling him. As Fury 
wrapped up the briefing, Forge snapped off the monitors 
and leaned back in his chair, deep in thought. 

“Crap,” he muttered to himself. “I can‟t let them do 
this.” 

After a few moments of silent contemplation, Forge sat 
upright again and began feeding commands into the 
computer. “I‟m afraid you‟ve gone too far this time, Nick.” 
He gained a perverse pleasure from using his superior‟s given 
name. “This mission is going to have to fail, and I know just 
the person to make sure it does.” 

Wednesday, March 6, 2002 

 “You sure got yourself into a heap a trouble this time 
didn‟t you?” Rogue scowled at the man sprawled 
nonchalantly beside her on the vast canopied bed. 
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Remy grinned unrepentantly. “Nothin I couldn‟t handle, 
cherie.” He folded his hands behind his head and nestled in 
the bed‟s feather down pillows. His grin grew wider as he 
watched her try to hide her covert glances at his bare, well-
muscled chest. 

“Apparently that‟s not quite true, darlin,” Rogue chided 
him. “Now let me check that wound.” She pulled back the 
sheets, careful to reveal only his leg, leaving the rest of him 
decently covered. 

A large reddish brown stain discolored the white 
bandages about his thigh. Rogue‟s delicate fingers picked 
apart the wrapping and laid bare the wound beneath. She had 
withdrawn the bullet and stitched shut the hole where it had 
entered his leg, but the surrounding skin was still red and 
swollen. Rogue shook her head in disapproval. 

“This is getting better, Remy, but you still shouldn‟t be 
walkin around like you do. You‟ve got to let it heal.” She 
glared at him sternly. 

Remy‟s grin did not budge. “Did I ever tell you how 
beautiful you are, petite?” 

Rogue rolled her eyes and swiftly suppressed the shy 
smile that threatened to disrupt her stern nurse-frown. 

“You can‟t get off that easy, Remy.” She shook her 
finger at him. His eyes continued to roam her face, then 
drifted down her neck to her shoulders. Goosebumps sprang 
to life across her skin beneath her tall turtleneck. Rogue tried 
valiantly to ignore his daring gaze and keep her attention on 
the subject at hand.  

“How did you get this?” She gestured at his wound. “I 
did what you asked and didn‟t take you to the hospital, but 
you‟ve gotta tell me how you ended up with a bullet in your 
thigh!” 

“Rogue, darlin,” Remy sat up in the bed. Rogue fought 
to keep her eyes firmly on his face as the sheets struggled to 
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conceal him. “Dere are just some tings about me you‟ll never 
know.” 

 “Why? Why do you have to be so secretive?” she 
pleaded with him. “If we‟re ever gonna have a chance 
together, don‟t I deserve to know?” 

“Chere, it‟s not you.” He reached out to brush his 
fingers across her cheek, but she pulled back, so he settled 
for placing them on her forearms. There, her long sleeves 
protected her bare skin from his. “It‟s for your own safety. 
Besides,” his eyes twinkled, “you don really want to know 
everyting bout me. My mystery is my secret appeal. It‟s what 
attracts de ladies.” 

Rogue pulled away from him. Her head dropped and 
she stared at her gloved hands. She looked back up at Remy, 
searched for some clue in his face. 

His red and black eyes revealed nothing. 

“I could touch you and see for mah self,” she said 
quietly. 

Remy grasped her arms again, and with a swift tug 
pulled her against his chest as he dropped backwards onto 
the bed. “Go ahead, chere. Touch me. Maybe you‟ll like it, 
non?” He continued to pull her against him, his mouth only a 
whisper‟s breadth away from her full lips. Rogue‟s hair 
cascaded about them as he drew her ever closer. He stared 
intently into her eyes, felt her tremble in his grasp. 

Rogue‟s heart pounded in her chest. She yearned for 
this; to be close to him, to touch him without the protective 
layer of cloth that she wore like armor. Yet, she could not 
silence the terrified shudder that passed through her at the 
thought of what would happen should she actually touch him 
with her bare skin. 

Rogue finally gathered the strength to push him away. 
She got up from the bed and turned her back to him, 
knowing she didn‟t have the strength to resist a second time. 
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“You know Ah can‟t,” she said hoarsely. Tears rolled 
from her eyes. 

Remy let the sheet drop and stepped up behind her. His 
leg throbbed uncomfortably, but he accepted the pain, then 
dismissed it. 

“How do you know, petite?” he whispered, his lips 
inches from her ear. His hand grasped a lock of her dark hair 
and let it slide through his fingers. “You never know what 
might happen. Perhaps you‟re right, and you‟d suck the life 
from me. Then again…” he grasped her shoulders and 
turned her around to face him. She reluctantly met his gaze. 
“Maybe you won‟t.” His breath was hot against her skin. 
“Dere‟s only one way to find out.” He moved his lips 
towards hers.  

Rogue closed her eyes expectantly, all thoughts of 
resisting gone. 

There was a knock at the door. 

Her eyes popped open and she abruptly pushed away 
from Remy. “Ah‟d better get that,” Rogue mumbled. She 
quickly disappeared from the room. 

Remy swore. He retreated to the bed and rebandaged 
his wound before he pulled on a pair of worn jeans. Voices 
drifted up through the floorboards from the first floor. Soon 
there were footsteps creaking on the stairs.  

Remy fished through the bureau drawers until he found 
a pack of cigarettes. He put one in his mouth and lit up while 
he waited. 

A moment later, Rogue poked her head through the 
door. Seeing that he was decent, she stepped into the room. 
“There‟s a man here that says he knows you. He wants to 
talk to you somethin fierce. Says it‟s important.” 

Remy sighed. “Does dis man have a name?” He tapped 
his cigarette in the ashtray beside the bed. 
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The door swung open behind Rogue, who stared 
disapprovingly at the man who entered. “Ah told you to wait 
downstairs,” she snapped at him. 

Remy‟s eyebrows rose as he took note of the new 
arrival. “It‟s okay, Rogue. I know dis man. Can you give us a 
minute?” He looked at Rogue apologetically. She returned his 
look with a scowl and shut the door a little too hard behind 
her. 

“Wasn‟t expectin to see you again, Forge.” Remy took 
another pull from the cigarette. He lounged back on the bed, 
and gestured for the other man to take a seat in one of the 
several chairs that furnished the room. 

“Nor I you, Mr. LeBeau,” Forge replied. “I guess you 
never know what the Great Spirit has planned for you.”  

Remy shrugged. “As you say. What can I do for you, 
mon ami? And how exactly did you find me? An how de hell 
you know who I am?” He frowned. 

Forge slid an antique desk chair across the room 
towards the bed and straddled it, his arms resting on the high 
wooden back.  

“My employers have quite a few resources at their 
disposal. They reamed us pretty good for letting you and 
Logan get away, once they figured out what happened.” He 
shrugged. “Once I knew what I was looking for, I figured out 
some ways to use their computers that they haven‟t figured 
out yet.” He smiled at Remy, who did not return the 
sentiment.  “Which brings me to why I‟m here. I‟ve got a 
favor to ask of you.” 

“Why don you just come out an say you work for 
Extechop,” Remy said coolly, his eyes hard and mean. He 
was tense, ready to fight or flee. 

“I work for Extechop,” Forge replied simply. “And I‟m 
risking my life to slip out and go AWOL for twelve hours or 
so before my assignment. Because this next mission… it has 
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to be stopped, LeBeau. And you‟re the only one who can 
help me stop it.” 

Remy watched idly as the smoke from his cigarette 
drifted lazily up towards the cracked ceiling. “I‟m listening.” 

“My partner and I retrieved several data files from the 
P.S.I. facility in the raid you and your friends stumbled 
onto.” Forge said. “One of those files contained information 
on a holding facility for the Institute‟s psionically active 
operatives. Know where it‟s located?” 

Remy listened curiously “I tink I‟m about to find out.” 

“Yep.” Forge pointed downwards with one finger. 
“Right here. New Orleans. They‟ve got an underground 
facility on the outskirts of the city. Must be difficult to 
maintain in the swamp.” Forge‟s eyes unfocused as his mind 
toyed with the technical details that would be necessary for 
such a setup. 

Remy cleared his throat and Forge‟s attention snapped 
back.  

“Sorry.” He grinned sheepishly. “Anyway, Cable and I 
have received orders to locate these psi operatives and 
neutralize them. The problem is, we can‟t detect who is a 
psycher and who‟s not unless they are actively using their 
powers.” 

Remy‟s brow furrowed. “Why bother?” he asked. “If 
they‟re all in dis facility, as you say, den why not take out de 
whole facility and leave the sortin to God?” 

Forge shook his head. “Can‟t. Our employers want the 
facility and any non-psionic personnel intact so they can 
appropriate the Institute‟s operations once the psions are out 
of the way.” 

Remy nodded. “So what do you need from me?” 

“I‟ll get to that in a minute.” Forge waved the smoke 
from Remy‟s cigarette away from his face. “According to the 
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plan, I‟ll sneak into the facility and be ready to identify the 
psychers. To make them register on my sensors, Cable is 
going to stay in the city and create a large enough psionic 
disturbance to forcibly activate their powers.” 

Remy‟s eyes narrowed. “An‟ how‟s he goin to do that?” 

Forge paused. He held Remy‟s gaze firmly in his own. 
“Midnight tonight, he‟s going to detonate explosives along 
the length of a central gas main that runs through the heart 
of the French Quarter.” 

Remy stared at Forge slack jawed. The cigarette 
dropped from his fingers, forgotten.  

“It‟s Fat Tuesday,” he said, shocked. “He‟s gonna blow 
up N‟awlins in de middle of Mardi Gras!” 

Forge nodded grimly. “The massive death count will 
create such a backlash of psychic energy that any psion 
within fifty miles will be lit up by its intensity.” 

“And you want me to make sure he don‟t succeed.” 
Remy remembered his cigarette in time to save the sheets 
from catching fire. He shoved the butt into the ashtray and 
returned his attention to Forge.  

The other man nodded. “I would stop him myself, 
but…” 

“You‟d blow your cover and den your own butt‟d be on 
de line,” Remy finished for him. 

Forge smiled. “Something like that, yes. Will you help?” 

Remy sat in silence for a moment. Finally he stood and 
crossed the room to the bureau. He grabbed a white tee shirt 
and pulled it over his head. He scooped up a black bag from 
the corner, and his leather jacket from the bed post. 

“Let‟s go, mon ami. We‟ve got a madman to stop.” 

The two men left the room and headed downstairs. 
Rogue was waiting in the foyer. She gave Remy a cold stare 
and crossed her arms beneath her breasts. 
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“Ahem,” Forge muttered. “I‟ll just wait outside.” He 
stepped out the front door. 

“Where do you think you‟re goin, sugah?” Rogue 
demanded. 

Remy moved up close to her, a smile on his lips. 
Rogue‟s icy demeanor did not shift. He sighed. 

“Remember I told you dat there are some tings about 
me you‟d never know?” 

Rogue glared at him, but nodded. 

Remy dropped his smile. “Dis be one of dose things.” 
He reached out to squeeze her shoulder, but she pulled away 
from him sharply. He shook his head, then smiled at her 
again. “I‟ll be back tomorrow if all goes well, and I may need 
more of your stitchin handiwork.” 

“You put more holes in yourself, Remy LeBeau,” she 
said sternly, “and you can sew them up yourself.” She turned 
her back on him and retreated up the stairs. 

Remy shrugged and went out to meet Forge on the 
porch. “Women,” he muttered. 

Forge nodded, grinning. They both headed towards the 
somewhat distant two lane road where Forge left his car. 

Upstairs, Rogue stepped out onto the balcony that 
overlooked the front of the old house. She leaned on the 
wrought iron balustrade and watched the two figures 
disappear across the overgrown lawn dappled with shade 
from the vast, moss draped willows.  

“Don‟t think you can get away with leavin me behind,” 
Rogue whispered fiercely. “Ah have no intention of lettin 
you out of mah sight again, Remy. None at all.” 

* 

 “Here‟s the sewer entrance.” Forge pointed at the grate 
beneath his feet. He and Remy had ducked into an unused 
alley along the main thoroughfare where the chaos of color, 
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motion and sound that was Mardi Gras raged past in a 
torrent of sordid humanity. 

Remy knelt by the grate and grunted as he shifted it 
aside. He peeked into the darkness below. He sniffed 
experimentally and immediately regretted it. His nose 
wrinkled in disgust.  “Dis is the foulest smellin mission I‟ve 
ever been on,” he muttered. 

Forge handed Remy a small folded piece of paper. 
“Here‟s a map of the sewer system and all the points where 
Cable has set up the explosives. You‟ll need to stay out of his 
way and deactivate each of the stations once he‟s left for the 
next area.” 

Remy glanced at the other man. “I take it you won‟t be 
joining me?” 

Forge shook his head. “I‟ve got to breach the P.S.I. 
facility.” 

Remy scratched his head, confused. “But, if dere‟s no 
explosion, what‟s de point in infiltrating the Institute‟s 
hideout?” 

“I have to maintain my cover,” Forge explained. “Even 
though I won‟t be killing any psions, I‟ve got to breach at 
least the first layer of defenses to make this look real.” 

Remy shook his head. “You‟re one paranoid man, mon 
ami. Good luck to you.” 

With that, he pried up the grate and disappeared into 
the stench-choked darkness beneath the city streets. 

“And,” Forge added quietly, “you might not succeed.” 
He turned, vanishing into the shadows. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 Cable finished the last touches on the complicated setup 
of explosives. The bomb was strapped to the huge pipe that 
passed through the center of the small brick room. The 
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cramped chamber was part of New Orleans‟ subterranean 
sewer system and was designed as a junction access for the 
many gas, phone, and other utility lines that also made use of 
the miles of tunnels that carried the city‟s wastes out into 
Lake Pontchartrain. 

He checked the small detonator, and was reassured that 
the frequency was properly set. With one push of the remote 
detonator‟s button, the explosives set in this chamber would 
detonate, along with those in similar junctions throughout 
the maze of tunnels, causing the gas main to erupt in 
explosive fury. The crowd of revelers celebrating Mardi Gras 
in the streets above would be caught in the conflagration. 
Thousands would die in the initial explosion, and more 
would follow as the surrounding buildings exploded in chain 
reaction. The flames would overtake the entire quarter before 
the fire department would be able to get the blaze under 
control.  

Cable checked the bomb‟s wiring one last time, and 
headed back into the labyrinthine sewer system. His 
electronic eye glowed in the murky darkness, bright enough 
to provide him with decent sight. Cable pulled up a detailed 
map of the sewers on the mini screen attached to his wrist. 
He still had time for one last check at each explosive cluster 
before he would need to retreat to safety. 

As he sloshed through the thick filth that flowed past 
his ankles, Cable activated his headset. “Forge, this is Cable. 
Report in.” 

Static crackled in his ear for a moment before his 
partner replied. 

“I‟m about to breach the facility.” Forge‟s voice 
sounded tinny and small. “Remember, once I‟m inside, their 
defenses may scramble my signal. You‟ll just have to do 
whatever it is you‟re going to do to attract the attention of 
the psions and leave the rest to me.” 
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Cable nodded, though he knew his partner couldn‟t see 
him. “Acknowledged. Cable out.” He continued to splash his 
way through the reeking corridors towards the next junction 
box. As he navigated the last turn and came into view of the 
chamber, he halted. 

His enhanced vision made out a man in a black stealth 
outfit crouched in the darkness of the junction room. Cable 
gently eased his heavy pistol out of the holster at his belt. He 
cocked the action and flipped off the safety as he crept into 
the entrance behind the intruder, dimming his eye. 

“I wouldn‟t do that if I were you, monsieur.” Remy 
turned from where he had been disconnecting the bomb‟s 
wiring to face Cable down the barrel of the gun. “You fire 
dat thing into a room full of explosives and we‟re both 
history.” 

“What are you doing here, LeBeau?” Cable growled 
through gritted teeth. His weapon remained steadily aimed at 
the Cajun‟s head. 

Remy shrugged. “I just happened to be taking an evenin 
jaunt trough the sewers when I foun dis huge pile o C-4. 
Figured it might not be wise to just leave it lyin around, 
non?” 

Cable activated the laser sight on his pistol. He didn‟t 
need it at this range, but the red light on Remy‟s forehead 
was grimly amusing. “How did you find out about my 
mission?” His voice was steel on steel. 

Remy smiled nonchalantly at the huge man. “I‟ve got 
my sources.” He leaned back against the brick wall. “Now 
you tell me somethin.  Why are you so eager to go blowin up 
a bunch of innocent partiers? Don seem quite right to me.” 

Cable glared at the other man. “I don‟t owe you an 
explanation.” 

Remy shook his head. “Put dat gun away before you get 
trigger happy and blow us all up.” 
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Cable watched the other man for a moment, then 
replaced the gun in its holster. “If I can‟t shoot you, I‟ll just 
have to take care of you the old fashioned way.” 

His metallic fist sailed through the air towards Remy‟s 
head. The Cajun easily stepped aside, and Cable‟s blow 
smashed into the brick wall between two bundles of 
explosives.  

Remy blurred into action. He twisted around behind the 
large man and lashed out with a kick into the back of Cable‟s 
knee. As his opponent lurched off balance, Remy planted 
both fists sharply into Cable‟s lower back, sending 
shockwaves into the man‟s kidneys. 

Cable grunted in pain. He twisted at his waist and used 
his steel arm like a piston to lash out at his opponent.  His 
fist slammed into Remy‟s jaw. The Cajun twisted around 
from the impact of the blow and found himself face first in 
the muck that covered the bottom of the small chamber. He 
instantly rolled aside, barely dodging Cable‟s foot as it 
smashed into the slime where his head had been a moment 
before. 

Remy scuttled backwards across the floor, maneuvering 
to gain some space between them. Still on his back, he 
whipped out a card, and it glowed with its desire to be 
released.  

“Toss that card and it‟ll be worse than shooting a gun in 
here,” Cable huffed. His smile was not reassuring. 

Remy swore silently. He crumpled the card in his hand, 
allowed its pent-up energy to gradually dissipate. 

Cable lunged for the prone man and seized him by the 
neck of his thick torso armor. Cable urged as much strength 
as possible from his mechanical arm and slammed Remy into 
the wall of the tunnel. A sharp crack echoed as bone snapped 
and Remy cried out in pain. 
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“I tink you just busted one of my ribs.” Remy panted 
hard from the pain throbbing in his side. 

Cable kept the man pinned against the wall and leaned 
in close to his opponent‟s face. “Broken bones are the least 
of your worries at the moment.” He scowled at the 
annoyance he was about to crush. “Last chance, Remy. Tell 
me how you found out about my mission and I‟ll kill you 
quick.” He snapped his fingers in Remy‟s ear to emphasize 
his point. 

Remy gave him a crooked smile. One hand reached out 
and grasped the dog tags that dangled about Cable‟s neck. 
Cable jerked back quickly, but he was too late. The dog tags 
blasted upwards into the soldier‟s face as Remy released 
them. Their energy erupted in a miniature explosion as the 
twin bits of metal disintegrated upon impact on Cable‟s head.  

Cable howled in pain and dropped his hold on Remy to 
claw at his seared face. 

Remy coughed on the stench of burnt flesh as he 
scrabbled to his feet. He glanced at the small room packed 
with explosives, then lurched down the tunnel in the 
opposite direction. He reached an intersection and slid to a 
halt. His breath came in short ragged gasps. Pain lanced 
through his side with every inhalation, and his wounded leg 
throbbed in time with the mad beating of his heart. 

“I know you‟re not down and out yet,” Remy called out. 
He stared expectantly down the tunnel. “Come get me, 
Cable.” 

“I don‟t need to.” Cable‟s voice echoed raggedly from 
the dark corridor. Remy could make out the dull glow from 
his eye at the far end. “All I have to do is detonate the 
explosives. My cybernetic systems will probably withstand 
the blast, and my employers will piece the rest back together. 
I don‟t think you‟ll be quite so lucky.” 
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“Ah,” Remy smiled, then winced. “But to do dat, you‟ll 
be needin this, non?” The remote detonator appeared in his 
hand. 

Cable‟s curses echoed down the tunnel. “You thieving 
little—” 

“Tut tut!” Remy interrupted, waving a finger in 
admonition. “It pays to be nice to the man wit de detonator.” 

Remy watched the glow from Cable‟s eye move down 
the tunnel in his direction. 

“You should have stayed in the junction chamber, 
runt,” Cable grumbled. A red light winked to life in the 
darkness and glared in Remy‟s eyes. “Now I can just shoot 
you.” 

Remy dove to the side. Bullets slammed into the wall 
around him, sending splintered shards of brick cascading into 
the muck. Water spat fitfully from the new holes in the wall. 

Remy rolled along his shoulder, the slime parting before 
him, and he was back on his feet and running. He chose the 
closest branch and dashed along it at top speed. Filthy water 
sprayed up from beneath his feet as he barreled headlong 
down the dark corridor. He could hear Cable‟s heavier 
bootfalls behind him, and they were getting nearer. Thunder 
clapped through the tunnel and Remy reflexively threw 
himself to the ground. Something slammed into his shoulder 
as he went down, and the force of the impact sent him 
sliding through the sewer slush. Without pause, Remy 
popped up to his hands and feet and scrabbled his way along 
the bottom of the tunnel.  His shoulder ached, but his torso 
armor had taken the brunt of the blast. 

Ahead, Remy could see lighter shades of darkness. He 
plunged forward, not daring to glance backward. Starry night 
sky formed a circle at the end of the tunnel, not far away. 
Once the brick shaft broke free of the dark earth, it opened 
onto the wide muddy bank of the lake, where the sewage 
swirled into fetid cesspools of sludge. Some distance out 
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from the pipe, the rank puddles where the city‟s wastes 
gathered eventually gave way to murky lake water shot 
through by reeds and the first hints of swamp life. 

To Remy, it looked like heaven.  

He cried out as a fist slammed into his throbbing 
shoulder. Steel fingers pushed bone against bone and flung 
him away from the tunnel mouth. His head cracked hard 
against the wall. Remy blinked to clear the blazing spots from 
his vision, but could not compensate in time to prevent 
Cable‟s metal fist from encircling his throat. The large man‟s 
grip tightened painfully as he pressed the Cajun against the 
tunnel wall. 

“Give me the detonator.” Cable‟s voice grated. 

Remy‟s eyes widened as he saw Cable‟s face bathed in 
the light of his cybernetic eye. The left side of the man‟s face 
had been flayed away by Remy‟s earlier assault, and steel 
gleamed beneath the charred remains of flesh.  

Remy‟s hand reached down to his belt and pulled a fist 
sized sphere free. “When I nab de detonator, “ his voice was 
a rasped past the vice grip on his throat, “I pick up a little 
someting else too.”  

Cable snarled, bashing his muscular right arm into 
Remy‟s wrist. The Cajun bit off a cry of pain as bone flexed 
almost to the breaking point. The grenade flew out of his 
grasp and out the end of the tunnel. 

Cable smiled with the half of his face that still could. 
“I‟ll give you one chance, Remy.” He flexed his metal arm 
and hurled the smaller man out of the tunnel. Remy slid 
through the layers of mud and into one of the foul pools.  

“Go ahead. Try and find the grenade before I blow your 
head off.” Cable took his time as he pulled his Desert Eagle 
from the holster strapped to his leg.   

Remy felt the mud squelch about him as he sank further 
into its grasp. His hands failed to support his weight. He slid 
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deeper through the malleable earth until finally, one hand 
struck a firm, angular object buried beneath the layers of 
filth. 

Cable stepped into the mouth of the tunnel, still on the 
firm ground of the passage but with a clear arc of fire should 
the Cajun foolishly decide to run. Cable‟s flesh eye glinted 
almost as fiercely as its cybernetic counterpart as he leveled 
the gun‟s barrel at Remy. 

“Ah think that‟s far enough, big guy.” The new voice 
came from somewhere…above? 

Cable glanced up at the new threat, but was too late. 

Rogue stood atop the narrow upper lip of the tunnel, 
directly above Cable. She steadied herself against the recoil of 
the pump action shotgun she wielded as she pulled the 
trigger. Sparks flew off Cable‟s skull as the blast slammed 
him to the ground.  

Cable coaxed his metal appendage to slowly push 
himself off the bottom of the tunnel. He could feel the 
crackle of electricity as it arced from the exposed wires in the 
back of his head. He blinked to clear the skipping image 
from his damaged eye.  

Meanwhile Rogue pumped another round into the 
barrel, took quick aim at what she could see of his upper 
torso, and fired again. The second shot ripped into his 
shoulder and neck. Servos in his arm failed and he slumped 
prone again.  

Rogue rested the shotgun against her shoulder and slid 
off the top of the tunnel down the embankment to the 
morass below. She made her way slowly yet steadily to where 
Remy lurched free of his muddy prison. 

Metal rasped against brick, and a dim yellow light 
flickered back to life in the dark mouth of the tunnel. 

Remy lurched to his feet at Rogue‟s side, a chunk of 
brick in his hand. He focused on the tight bundle of energy 
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within the brick fragment, bending it to his flagging will. The 
chunk of rubble began to glow in his hand. 

 “I don need your grenade, mon ami. I can make my 
own.” He let go of the brick. It leaped from his hand and 
blazed an arc of light across the night sky until it blossomed 
explosively into a ball of flame that hammered at the decrepit 
tunnel walls. The groan and shudder of abused mortar 
quickly gave way to a deafening rumble as brick and stone 
collapsed atop the battered agent and sealed the mouth of 
the tunnel. 

* 

Forge‟s relieved face was lit by the twin screens he 
peered into. He was crouched in a tiny closet space well out 
of the way of wandering patrols. The first layer of security 
about the P.S.I. facility had not been difficult to breach, his 
sensor was plugged into the network. He didn‟t plan to go 
any further.  

The twin screens on his wrist-comp displayed nothing 
but static. The screen on the left showed the feed he was 
transmitting to HQ. The excuse that P.S.I.‟s shielding was 
disrupting his signal was handy, if not completely accurate. 
His signal dampers were holding, and Fury would read 
nothing but static until Forge was ready for him to see 
something more.  

The screen on the right also showed nothing but static. 
Up until a moment ago, it had displayed the feed from 
Cable‟s cybereye, which was then transmitted back to Fury 
on a ten second delay; enough time for Forge to judiciously 
apply disruption to the signal as necessary. The feed had 
abruptly cut off only a second ago. 

Forge snapped the screens shut and slipped out of the 
small closet.  

* 
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“You‟d better thank me that Ah didn‟t listen when you 
told me to leave well enough alone, sugah.” Rogue planted 
her fists on her hips and glared down at Remy reproachfully.  
The Cajun had collapsed, exhausted, to the muddy ground at 
her feet. “If Ah hadn‟t followed you, you‟d have gotten 
yourself killed by that… that thang.” 

Remy smiled weakly. “You ave my eternal gratitude, ma 
chere.” He reached for her. “Help me up. I‟ll be sure to tank 
you proper like when we get back to de house.” 

Rogue deftly sidestepped his outstretched hand. “Not 
so fast, mista.” She kept well out of his reach. “Promise me 
you‟ll tell me what‟s goin‟ on, or I‟ll leave you in this muck 
where you belong.” 

 Remy settled back into his mud puddle. He tried to push 
up to his feet under his own power, but his body screamed in 
protest. He sighed and looked back up at Rogue. “Fine, 
chere. I‟ll tell you what I can. Now will you help me up?” 

* 

 Forge took a moment to adjust to the stench as he 
dropped into the sewer. He snapped up a screen on his wrist-
comp and punched in a couple commands. The computer 
quickly picked up a signal and displayed heading and distance 
to the target. Forge slogged through the twisting corridors, 
following the readout on his wrist. 

Soon, the bleeping computer told him he‟d arrived. 

At a dead end.  

The mouth of the tunnel had collapsed in a huge heap 
of blackened rubble. Amidst the mound of gravel, slag and 
crumbled brick, Forge spotted a patch of gleaming metal. He 
sifted carefully through the outer layers of the rubble until he 
had finally cleared enough away to reveal Cable‟s crushed 
form. A dull gleam still shone from the cybernetic eye. 

Forge shook his head. “You sure got your butt handed 
to you this time, Nate.”  
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He pressed his fingers against the flesh side of Cable‟s 
neck. A pulse. Thready and weak, but it was there.  

“You were lucky,” he mumbled, mostly to himself. 
“Looks like the cave-in protected you from most of the 
blast.”  

He slid twin cords from his mechanical hand and wired 
them in to an access hatch in Cable‟s skull. “Let‟s run a 
couple diagnostics on you, buddy.” Forge watched as data 
poured across the screen of his wrist-comp. He shook his 
head.  

“You never cease to amaze me, Nathan. If I can haul 
you back to base, it looks like I should be able to salvage 
your cybernetic systems.” Forge coiled the data cords back 
into his hand. He pushed his fingers into the flesh portion of 
Cable‟s throat and frowned. 

“What‟s left of your natural body is another story.” 
Forge shook his head. “You‟ll live, my friend, but I don‟t 
know at what cost.” 

He tapped a couple buttons on his wrist comp and 
opened a channel back to base. 

“You seeing this, HQ?” He adjusted the transceiver that 
was hooked up to the throat microphone he wore. 
“Operatives Forge and Cable in need of immediate evac. 
Send an extraction team to these coordinates.” Forge pulled 
up the location of the nearest sewer grate and transmitted the 
telemetry across the line. 

“Acknowledged,” a tinny voice echoed in his earpiece. 
“Extraction team in route.” 

Forge shut down the comm line. With a sigh, he started 
carefully digging Cable‟s broken body loose. 

“Everything is gonna be fine,” he murmured. As he 
looked at his burned and broken friend, he hoped he wasn‟t 
lying. 
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Silent Spiral 
 

Friday, March 8, 2002 

 The street was lit up in unearthly translucence. She 
didn‟t see it; she knew it better than if she saw it. What she 
searched for was control; minds focused enough to control 
their breathing, control their posture, minds that were 
focused enough to blur the line between being and doing. 

 Not the commuter. Not the street cop. Not the bag lady. 
There. Operating the news stand. He was the one. He was 
watching for her. 

 She pulled back before he could feel her. She left behind 
only the gentlest touch, a breath in the ether, but they were 
sensitive, strong, alert. No. No, he had not felt her touch. 
She was better than that. 

 She was better than he was. 

 The world was again blocky and heavy and solid, and 
she was back in her mind. Lock dropped from the roof, her 
fingers trailing along the filthy brick of the wall, slowing her; 
she narrowed her eyes and shifted the air, shifted herself, 
shifted the wall. Then she silently landed in the alley, 
crouched, beyond noiseless. 

 Seek the darkness and be silent. The Fourth Rule. 

 She moved swiftly and easily through the alleyways, 
headed for the docks. When she came to a place under a 
street lamp, she drew the small scroll from the band at her 
waist and read it once more. 

 Tomorrow night. 

 Dock 482. 

 Duel. 
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 That was all. That was all she needed. The Hand waited 
for her. Waited for her to come and be silenced. She did not 
have to go. But she had no better chance of survival than to 
meet them where they were prepared. If she did not, they 
would find her when she was not prepared. 

 No sense sitting still for it. 

 She drifted up the side of a building, her fingers slipping 
into invisible crevices; she was light, as light as air, needing 
only to guide her ascent. She crossed the roof and glanced 
over the edge to see a crouched figure swathed in dark 
clothes, on the fire escape, motionless. Thunder rolled in the 
near distance. 

 She almost heard the Jonin in the back of her mind, with 
the First Rule. Leave no one living. Only the living seek revenge and 
spread the deadly net of knowledge. 

 In a single expert motion she flicked the thin cable from 
her belt and readied it. Tossed it. The ninja sensed its 
approach and spun, but her aim was good, and the cable 
dropped around his neck as he glanced up— 

 She tugged, an expert practiced motion, and the cord 
slid close around his neck. He twisted awkwardly; a dull 
crack, and he slumped. She dropped with no noise, and made 
certain his death was real with a quick stab of her fingers. 

 She dug the cord free of the flesh with a skilled twist and 
quickly relieved the sentry of his weapons; a blowgun, six 
shuriken, some pellets. She nodded. Ah. A short sword. 

 Excellent. 

 Danger; she spun out of the way as a shuriken rang off 
the metal of the fire escape. She slid off the edge and swung 
down towards the ground, moving with fluid ease, feeling her 
muscles work. A fine night. A fine night for a duel. 

 She hit the street and spun around the side of the 
building; the ninja did not pursue. Others were coming. She 
felt them. Time to move to the warehouse, where at least she 
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would be granted a duel. In a protracted street battle, it was 
only a matter of time, for she was one and they were many. 
She moved. 

 A silent figure dropped to the ground at the end of the 
alley and unsheathed a straight sword. 

 Lock smiled. 

 Another figure dropped at the other end of the alley, 
and she sensed the ones on the roof, waiting their turns. 

 How considerate. 

 In the middle of the alley a fifty gallon drum sullenly 
glowed with embers of a fire; the spring nights were still 
chilly. She glanced quickly around. Yes. And there. A water 
pipe. 

 The Third Rule. The old ways and the elements. These are your 
allies. 

 The ninja sprang. Not at her, which was suicide, but at 
the wall. Spinning along it, he was suddenly before her as she 
turned away from him. She was ready. Feeling her ribs and 
spine shift, she adjusted herself. The silent Shout was simple 
if you knew the secret. The concussion snapped into him and 
carried him off the ground, away from the wall, where he 
could not avert his fate. He clanged into the barrel, and they 
both toppled; with a cloud of sparks the embers scattered 
across the filthy alley. 

 Fire. 

 She spun and caught the noose that whipped down at 
her, tugging. The ninja let himself be yanked off the roof; he 
fell a short way, bounced off the opposite wall, then kicked 
off the other wall to land on other roof. 

 Blades whickered around her as she sprang back, the 
two ninja coming through the fire and lashing out. One had 
paired fist knives that sliced towards her, she touched his 
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forearms and he did not reach her. There were two ways he 
could kill her as her defenses opened. 

 He chose the wrong one. His heel drove in but she was 
under it, and suddenly the short sword was in her hand, and 
in his ankle, and his force carried it further up his leg. He 
could not scream, not when she was suddenly at his side and 
the sword had flickered through his neck. His head smacked 
into the wall as his body lurched forward, and the weighted 
chain hissed as she bounded over it. More ninja coming. Not 
good odds. 

 The ninja gripped the handle with its curved blade, and 
he lashed out with the weighted chain again, trying to 
ensnare her. He was good; the weight punched through her 
hair where her head had been a moment before, and she 
spun with the short sword. Her will was keener; the chain 
was severed before it reached its length, and the weight 
hissed on into the night. 

 The elements are your allies. 

 Three more ninja sprang over the fire; she whipped her 
sword to the side, then up along the pipe. It shattered on one 
side, water gushing out, catching the leaping ninja, obscuring 
sight, pounding sensation. She vanished, down the alley, 
across the street. The net of her enemies moved with her. 
She would not escape this night. 

 The warehouse. Not far. After that, no need to escape. 
One way or the other, she would make her peace with the 
Hand. 

 Back to the rooftops. She saw the glitter of water at the 
end of the street when she heard the whisper of feet on 
gravel. She was spinning, her shuriken out and flashing 
through the air as the bamboo pole tipped with a serrated 
knife zipped through the space her torso had occupied a 
fraction of a second before. 

 Her flying shuriken caught the surprised ninja in the 
forehead; no real damage, but blood would flow into his eyes 
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if she didn‟t finish the fight in the next few seconds. The 
pole whipped around, and she arched her feet and her back, 
dropping backwards, her shoulder blades touching the 
roofing as the blade hissed scant inches over her stomach. 
Then she was up and moving, catching his forearm as he 
struck at her, his pole still moving away. One blow, her 
thumb punching into his eye. She levered to the side, and his 
spine cracked as his head cranked around at an intolerable 
angle. Slipping her hand free she kicked, knocking the flailing 
body from her. 

 Let them come. 

 For all their silent technique, the ninja could not silence 
the hissing of the shuriken through the air. Lock dropped 
and rolled as the shuriken skipped off the brick and roofing 
around her; she ended behind a chimney and listened to the 
staccato cracking as the shuriken punched into brick. No, a 
trap— 

 A ninja had moved to the chimney. His blow shattered it 
around her, and for a moment she was surrounded by 
shattered chips flying all directions, scattering her senses. She 
sprang away, too late. 

 A net. Quaint. But she flew right into it, and the control 
cord zipped it closed, and she stumbled and fell. No time, no 
time, and she saw one come over the shattered chimney, 
airborne, his trident slashing down. 

 She needed no weapon; she touched the fabric of the 
net; simple, stupid fabric. She twisted. The trident came 
down, thrusting into the bunched net. Stupid man, should 
never leap at an opponent; then the net fell away and she was 
standing. 

 The shortsword left her hand as he passed her with his 
momentum. It punched through his spine, the force carrying 
him forward. He pitched over the edge of the roof and 
vanished. She did not hear him land. There were more, then. 
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 The one who held the cord for the shredded net 
dropped it and whipped out his blowgun, swiftly 
backpedaling. She willed it, and a shuriken flew at him, 
splintering the end of the blowgun and lodging in the tube. 
He tossed the ruined weapon aside and tugged out 
nunchaku. 

 She smiled. 

 Lock moved in low, and as he lashed out she was 
twisting. He looked stupidly down at the nunchaku to see 
that the chain was splintered and one of the bars had 
skittered into shadow. He blinked; saw her stand, facing him, 
heard the snik her wakazashi clicking into its sheath; then he 
realized he was dead, and he collapsed with blood streaming 
from the deep thrusting cut under his chin that had punched 
into his brain. 

 Enough of this. Mustn‟t wear out before the main event. 

 She was moving. Over the side of the building, down 
the block, across, down, moving in a pattern oblique to the 
warehouse. They were good, these ninja that ghosted 
through the streets before her, behind her, to the sides, 
above. But she was not in their league. 

 She closed her eyes and reached out, misdirecting, 
finding their minds and easing herself out of their view. They 
saw her move, down the street, under it, into the sewers. 
They tracked her, then she vanished. 

 Lock waited, silent, under a pile of newspapers. They 
searched for her, frantic, but she would not be found. No. 
She would make the final approach unharried. Like a true 
artist, she stopped before she ruined everything. They were 
good, they were trained, they could trace her if she continued 
to bend their minds. 

 Time passed, the moon rose, they spread thin across the 
area. She stood, and moved. 
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 In the dim reek of the alley, she saw the sentry. He was 
warming his hands at a barrel that glowed with embers 
inside, dressed as a homeless man, unnoticeable. She noticed 
him. 

 She fingered the shuriken out of her belt. A tool, more 
than a weapon. It was designed to deliver poison, or distract, 
or send a message. There were six points on the body you 
could hit a man with it to kill him. 

 One of them was silent. 

 The glittering star flashed through the night air. 

 The man reared back, fumbling at the bright metal that 
punctured above the cartilage sleeve in his throat. He pitched 
backwards as he began to drown in his own blood. Very, 
very quietly. 

 She moved past him. 

 She scanned the warehouse. 

 Inside, nothing lived. 

 Her eyes narrowed, and she looked closer. No thoughts, 
nothing alive. She sensed for heartbeats. Nothing. 

 Well then. Caution was in order. 

 She approached the warehouse, and reached it without 
further interference. She glanced around. Here of all places 
she should be facing the Hand‟s massed force. The night was 
still, empty, dead. She swiftly scaled the side of the 
warehouse and moved across the roof. She felt tension build 
in her, slowing her, and she breathed deeply to quiet her fear. 
She moved to the skylight and looked down. 

 Gasped. 

 Along the rafter, six ninja hung, the ropes that held 
them creaking as they gently swayed back and forth. 

 Lock opened the skylight. Nothing exploded. She 
dropped into the warehouse, shaken. One of the concrete 
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columns that supported the roof had a ninja pinned to it ten 
feet off the ground, face to the pillar, short sword through 
his back and in to the hilt. On the floor, a collection of four 
that looked as though they were all in combat and were 
dropped in a single devastating moment; none had tried to 
run, and the battle had not had time to move. The stink of 
death was pervasive. Only one light was on, and under it on 
the floor Lock saw a scroll identical to hers. 

 Her blood ran cold. 

 Duel. 

 You and I, we do not need weapons. Lock blinked, realizing 
that thought was not her own. Her hands trembled. She was 
not alone. 

 In the darkness, a heart beat once. 

 A Master. Lock had come to fight a Master. 

 Where are you? she thought. 

 The Fourth Rule. Seek the darkness, and be silent. 

 Lock dropped to the floor and moved out into the light. 
“We need no weapons,” she said, dropping the blow gun. 
“Let us begin this.” 

 Somewhere in the near darkness, she heard another 
heartbeat, and another. The Master was rousing from a 
meditation that was deep enough to dispense with the 
beating of the heart. Are you afraid of me? Lock thought. 

 You violate the Fourth Rule, she heard, an alien voice 
echoing in her mind as though the thought was hers. Perhaps 
you will violate the Fifth as well. 

 Fifth Rule, Lock thought. Feel no pain. 

 Oh dear. 

 Like a ripple on a dark lake, a submerged mind put up 
enough motion to catch the light of Lock‟s scan. She spun 
and dove, and a lethal hand whipped through the space her 



 

   93 

beating heart had filled. Lock was on her feet, ready to fight, 
and she saw a woman facing her. 

 The woman was lean, tough, haunted, and in spite of her 
pale skin she was dark in a way that could only be tasted and 
felt, not seen. Her black hair hung lank around her face, but 
her eyes were shining and held the secrets of the earth‟s deep 
places, of death in life and life in death. She was ninja. She 
was a Master. 

 I am Silent, Lock heard her think. Foolish, to come here to 
duel with me. You cannot survive. 

 Lock shifted her position and readied herself. She 
realized that Silent, if that‟s what the woman called herself, 
was still meditating deep enough to conceal her mind. She 
shivered. 

 At least her heart was beating again, however slowly. 

 There is a reason the First Rule is Leave nothing living. 

 Then she moved in, her hand whipping at Lock‟s face. 
Lock sprang back, but Silent stayed with her, and reached; 
Lock felt her, felt her understanding as a palpable force, saw 
herself as a collection of frail parts that needed only to be 
touched here, there, and she would disintegrate. With all her 
skill, she was slapped in the face with her frailty. 

 Silent touched her. 

 She broke the Fifth Rule. 

 Lock spun away silently gasping, her shoulder on fire 
with agony that seemed to spread. Silent stood still. Her hand 
was clean; it had penetrated to bone and withdrawn so fast 
that it had not been bloodied. 

 They trained you, Lock thought with another‟s mind. You 
have learned well. You have taken the training, but you have not 
accepted the Six Rules. 

 No, Lock thought, I cannot do that. I cannot take that step. I 
can use them, but I cannot be them. 
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 That is why I will kill you. Because you are still a trained woman. 
I am death. 

 Lock was sprinting along the rafters, and she lost sight 
of Silent, but her mind was reverberating with the silent 
speech they shared. 

 Do you not know the basic tenet? Lock felt the thought. Turn 
from us, we will kill you. Turn from the code, you will kill yourself. 

 “I never joined the Hand,” Lock said, her voice rough. 
She cleared her throat, standing in the middle of the rafters, 
wildly probing all directions. “I did not choose this.” 

 No? 

 Lock whirled, and Silent stood ten feet away, balanced 
easily on the six inch beam. For a moment, they watched 
each other and did not move. 

 Do not speak, Lock felt in her mind. Did they not train you to 
whisper, to whisper so softly that the candle before your lips did not 
waver in its flame, until your whisper was made by your bones and flesh 
and not by simple air? 

 There was no need, Lock thought. She swept her thought 
together into a penetrating beam and touched Silent. 

 Meditation; Silent had chosen her path a week before. Lock felt 
chilled as she realized the magnitude of what she felt. Just as the mind 
had to allow the body to free its reflexes so it could move faster, this 
Master had then freed her mind through deep meditation; she had chosen 
a goal, and she was virtually absent as her body accomplished it… 

 Too deep to grip; too deep to probe. Even Lock could 
not get far into her mind. She had to choose between her 
psionics and her self-defense. 

 The Sixth Rule. Protect the body. It is your weapon. 

 Silent approached. 

 You are not of the Hand, the thought crossed between 
them simultaneously. 
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 Silent reached for Lock; Lock did not stop her. Silent 
gently gripped her face. Connection sprang between Lock‟s 
bone and Silent‟s hand— 

 The training. 

 The escape. 

 The duel. 

 Lock saw too; 

 She saw things she did not wish to see. 

 Then Silent let go, her eyes flashing and dark with 
amusement. They have tricked us, she thought. They wish us to 
slay each other, for they are too weak to do so, and too afraid to commit 
their Masters. They are clever. 

 Lock closed her eyes and focused, feeling the blood 
trickle from her shoulder. She slowed it, the body moved 
blood through other ways. There. Not so light headed. She 
looked back at Silent. 

 Silent took a swift step forward, touched the back of her 
neck ever so gently, and leaned in close. Before Lock realized 
what was happening, she felt Silent‟s mouth against hers, 
then her tongue; a kiss, swift and deep. She pushed back, but 
Silent was already in motion, dropping out of sight. 

 Lock still felt her. Not in her mouth, although that 
tingled with an odd taste; she felt her in her mind.  

 We are not finished, Silent thought. Until this is through, you 
and I will share. We will meet again, and soon, and then we will bring 
an end to this. 

 Silent was gone. 

 Choose a direction, and I will clear a path. 

 You are not of the Hand. What happened? thought Lock. 

 No answer, but she still felt Silent in her mind, and she 
realized she would for some time to come. 
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 I turned from them, but they could not kill me. One by one, the 
Six Rules unwind. I have left something living. 

 I will not spread the deadly net of knowledge, nor allow them their 
revenge, Lock thought. I live by different Rules. 

 We shall see… and there was quiet for a time. Then Lock 
felt death; not Silent‟s death. 

 Death as Silent created it, blossoming around her, as 
they became aware that she was present. So swift. So 
beautiful. Then ended. 

 Lock moved through the city as the Hand sent their 
agents to collect the bodies before they were found. No spies 
had seen her passage. The Hand would have to begin again 
to try to find her. 

 She would not take it laying down. She had a place to 
start looking for them. 

 Somewhere far away, Silent smiled. 
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Flesh and Steel 
By Kyle Monroe 

 

Saturday, March 9, 2002 

Beep. Beep. Beep. 

Fury stared through the window into the cramped 
medical bay. The room beyond the glass was filled with 
mechanical devices; for a chilly moment, they seemed to be 
scavangers that thrived off the wounded and dying. Nestled 
among the tubes, wires and lights was Cable‟s barely 
recognizable form. The left side of his body was all mangled 
steel and plastic, while the right was swathed in gauze 
bandages and medical tape. 

“What‟s his status, Forge?”  Fury asked. 

Forge shook his head. “Not good, sir.” 

He stood beside Fury and listened to the incessant 
beeping of the medical machines, doling out his friend‟s life 
in measured doses. He glanced at a nearby monitor that 
displayed the most recent diagnostics on the steel half of 
Cable‟s body. “The damage he sustained to his cybernetic 
systems was severe, but not irreparable.”  

He sighed as he looked to the next monitor, which 
displayed the test results on Cable‟s human systems. 
“Unfortunately, his remaining biological half is faring badly.” 

Fury nodded. “What odds are the doctors giving him 
for pulling through?” His gaze did not waver from Cable‟s 
still form. 

Forge shook his head. “In a normal hospital, even in a 
cutting edge facility, he would already be dead. The Project‟s 
medical advances have made it possible for us to keep him in 
stasis.”  
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He paused, considering his words carefully. “Unless 
Cable gets some kind of radical treatment that works a 
miracle, he will most likely remain in this comatose state 
indefinitely.”  

Fury reached for a cigar, then glanced up at the „no 
smoking‟ signs posted in the medical bay. Instead of lighting 
up, he crossed his arms over his chest. “Would he survive a 
full cybernetic conversion?” 

Forge looked down at the floor. He flexed his 
mechanical hand in his pocket. “Physically speaking, he 
would survive. We have all the technology necessary to 
remove the last vestiges of his flesh body and replace it with 
a fully cybernetic shell. The brain would be all that remained 
of Cable, encased in a construct of steel and plastic. He‟s 
probably stable enough for that, and it worked for Agent 
Garrett.”  

Fury turned from staring at Cable‟s inert form to look at 
Forge. “I hear a „but‟ coming.” 

Forge nodded. “But I don‟t think that he would handle 
the conversion well. I‟m no psychologist, but I know Nathan. 
He despises the metal half of himself. If we were to… If I 
were to…” Forge shut his eyes. He could not make himself 
look at Cable.  

“When I was undercover with P.S.I., I converted half 
his body to a machine. I thought I was helping him.” He 
looked again at his own hand, his leg. “I was wrong.” Forge 
glanced at his superior. “When I saved him from mortal 
wounds last time, he thought I took half his life away. Please 
don‟t take the other half.” Forge‟s expression was as hard as 
the steel that comprised Cable‟s damaged arm and torso. 

Fury rubbed a finger absently beneath his own 
cybernetic eye. The metal orb glinted coldly in the harsh 
white light. He nodded sharply and turned his back to the 
bay window. 
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“Right, then.” His brow crinkled in a frown. “I think it 
is time you went back to work.” 

Forge blinked at the change in subject. 

“You‟ve been wasting too much of your time down 
here, Forge. There‟s nothing else you can do for him at the 
moment and I have other projects that require your 
attention.”   

“But, sir, I…” 

“Stow it, mister,” Fury snapped, cutting him off. “I 
didn‟t ask for your opinion.” He waited for Forge‟s resigned 
nod, then he continued. “Dr. McTaggert is having some 
difficulties with her research in Bio Lab C.  I know your 
specialties lie in other fields, but I believe you may be able to 
provide valuable assistance to her efforts.” 

Forge‟s eyebrows raised in surprise. “The regeneration 
project?” 

“Yes,” Fury nodded. He turned back to the window and 
watched the lab technicians swathed in sterilized robes enter 
Cable‟s med bay and begin their regular round of diagnostics. 

“You are being reassigned to her team until further 
notice. I want fully reproducible results and I want them 
yesterday. Am I clear?” He continued to absently run a finger 
around the flesh surrounding his cybernetic eye as he stared 
fixedly at the patient through the window. 

Forge grinned. “Yes sir. I‟ll see what I can do.” 

“I can‟t make any promises,” Fury said quietly. Forge 
paused on his way out, turned back to his superior. 

Fury‟s gaze did not waver from the medical bay. “I can‟t 
make any promises, but I will do whatever I can for Cable. I 
don‟t like losing anyone on my watch.” He finally turned 
from the window and stared hard at Forge. “Anyone.” 

* 
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  “Great Maker!” Forge gasped. His arrival in Bio Lab C 
had been greeted by a piercing scream.  A mass of medics 
flocked about a man thrashing wildly on the bay‟s central 
gurney. The patient howled in agony and lashed out at the 
men who surrounded him. 

“Hold him down!” one of the doctors shouted.  The 
medics struggled to fasten restraints onto the patient‟s flailing 
limbs. An arm slipped free of a hastily fastened strap and 
slammed into an unsuspecting man‟s chest. The doctor flew 
back and stumbled to the floor. Blood was smeared across 
his surgical smock where the fist had landed. 

Forge shrugged into a lab coat and hurried to help the 
fallen man to his feet. The medic nodded his thanks and 
rushed back to help the others. Forge moved up alongside 
him and peered over his shoulder as they fought with the 
struggling patient.  

Forge‟s eyes widened in shock. 

The man on the gurney was naked, having shredded the 
hospital gown in his convulsions. His skin writhed as 
something slithered and bulged hideously beneath it.  The 
man‟s renewed screaming emphasized a sickening tearing 
noise as the skin along each arm ripped away to reveal the 
rippling, overgrown muscle beneath.  

Blood gushed from the wounds and soaked the medics 
as they buckled the arm down to the gurney as tight as the 
restraint would allow. The muscle in the patient‟s arm pulsed 
and expanded through the rent in his flesh. The overgrown 
tissue tensed, then flexed. The reinforced band strapped 
around his wrist squealed in protest, then snapped free of the 
metal gurney with a pop.  

Three medics leaped to grab the freed arm, but found it 
difficult to gain a hold on the blood-slicked limb. As the 
patient continued to convulse, the skin of his chest and legs 
stretched and pulled taut, ready to burst from the strain of 
containing the massive muscle growth. His screams choked 
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into a strained gurgling whine as his neck thickened with 
ropes of flesh, almost crushing the man‟s windpipe. 

Forge pulled himself away from the spectacle and 
rushed to the monitoring station in the corner of the small 
research bay. A red-haired woman in a lab coat stared at the 
readouts on her monitors. Forge grabbed the woman by the 
shoulder. 

“Dr. McTaggert?”  

The woman blinked, then nodded. 

“You‟ve got to do something or that man is going to 
die.” Forge pointed at the continuing struggle in the middle 
of the bay. 

“I—I—” The woman stammered. “I dinnae know how 
to stop it.” She gasped as a thrashing limb flung another 
medic to the floor. 

“He needs to be sedated. Those medics will never get 
him under control.” Forge moved to the drug locker on the 
wall and began pulling out vials of liquid.  

Dr. McTaggert shook her head. “I dinnae know what 
that would do to him. Sedation might calm him, but it might 
make his condition worse, too.” 

Forge paused as he uncapped a syringe. “You‟re using 
the regeneration matrix culled from Agent Creed, correct?” 

McTaggert nodded.  

Forge‟s brow furrowed. “The research on Creed seems 
to point to an emotional trigger to his healing factor.” He 
began filling the syringe with a sedative. “His body‟s 
regenerative capabilities kick into overdrive when he‟s 
excited. If this guy‟s emotions accelerate growth, sedation 
should at least slow down the mass increase. Hopefully that 
will buy us the time we need to find out what went wrong.” 

Dr. McTaggert watched silently as Forge finished filling 
the syringe and rushed over to the struggling medics. 



 

102 

“Get me an arm!” he shouted as he entered the fray, 
carefully holding the syringe out of harm‟s way. 

Three men snatched the flailing limb, and Forge 
plunged the large-bore needle into writhing flesh and 
depressed the plunger.  He yanked the syringe clear and 
tossed it over his shoulder. Forge grabbed hold of the arm 
he‟d injected and threw all his weight into assisting the other 
medics in pinning the man down. Soon the struggling 
slowed, then ceased. 

Forge watched the bloody wreck of a man for a 
moment as the other medics swiftly replaced and reinforced 
the bindings holding the patient to the gurney. The thick 
slabs of muscle pulsed along with the man‟s slowed heart 
rate, but their growth seemed to have significantly slowed. 

 Forge gestured at one of the medics. “You. Get this 
man intubated, stat. He‟s going to have trouble breathing 
past all that tissue. And you,” he pointed to another medic, 
“get those wounds bandaged up and start him on a blood 
transfusion. Bandage him up, we‟ve got to stop that heavy 
blood loss.” The medics scurried about their duties and 
Forge rejoined Dr. McTaggert at the monitoring station. 

“I can nae thank you enough for your help,” the doctor 
smiled weakly. 

Forge nodded, and patted her shoulder reassuringly 
with his flesh hand. “We‟ve got him stabilized for the 
moment, but we‟re not out of this yet, Dr. McTaggert.” 
Forge took a seat beside the doctor at the array of 
monitoring equipment. 

“Please, call me Moira.” She pushed a stray lock of hair 
behind her ear. “And ye must be Forge.” He nodded. Her 
smile was a bit stronger this time. “Director Fury said he was 
going to assign you to our team. Welcome aboard.” 

Forge returned her smile. “Why don‟t you fill me in on 
your test subject and how we got into this mess.” He looked 
down at the blood spattered on his white coat. “Literally.” 
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Moira nodded. “The patient‟s name is Wade Wilson. I 
believe he was a special forces soldier before entering the 
program.” 

Forge frowned. “Did he volunteer to be a lab rat, or 
was he volunteered?” 

The doctor shrugged uncomfortably. “I‟ve learned that 
sometimes it‟s nae a good idea to ask too many questions.” 

Forge nodded with a scowl. “Right. You might not like 
the answers, so it‟s easier not to ask.” 

McTaggert stared hard at the monitors before her. Her 
lips tightened to a thin line. 

Forge sighed. “I‟m sorry, Moira. I shouldn‟t have said 
that.” 

She said nothing. After a moment of awkward silence, 
she pulled up her patient‟s medical files on the display.  

“As ye kin see, we isolated the genetic tags that we think 
are responsible for Creed‟s regeneration. Inserting them in a 
replicating genetic virus, we hoped to alter Wilson‟s DNA 
without killin him.”  

She glanced over the top of the array of monitors to 
where the medics continued to work on the patient. “We had 
high hopes that this would provide him with the same 
regenerative capabilities demonstrated by Creed.”  

She nibbled at her lip in thought as she stared at the 
display. “We must have missed something, but what?” 

They both stared at the data file on Wilson for several 
moments. 

“I‟ve got a hunch.” Forge muttered. “Pull up Wilson‟s 
original scans.” 

Moira did as requested. A full body scan of Wilson 
glowed to life on the display. 
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“Now let‟s run another scan and compare the new 
results with the originals.” 

Moira nodded and ordered the medics to prep Wilson 
for the scan. They hesitantly moved up alongside Wilson. 
They quickly rotated the gurney, lining it up with the scanner 
that was built into the wall. Moira pressed a switch on her 
control panel, and a round hatch opened with a hiss. The 
medics slid Wilson‟s unconscious form onto the conveyor 
belt that extended from the hatch. The conveyor retracted 
and the hatch sealed the patient from view. Moira ran a series 
of commands through the computer, and ominous churning 
and grinding noises soon filled the cramped research bay. A 
moment later, the new scan appeared alongside the old. 

“Fascinating.” Forge stared at the new results. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

“Aye, that it is.” McTaggert pointed at the original scan. 
“This shows Wilson‟s original genetic structure. I‟ll have the 
computer overlay this information onto the new scan. His 
original flesh will show as black, the new growth as red.” She 
input the commands and soon the two pictures merged.  

Both stared aghast at the compiled data. Red pulsed 
livid and angry throughout the scan. It lay thick about his 
limbs, and tendrils of it invaded the rest of his body. The 
new flesh penetrated deep into the remaining black portions, 
tearing the old tissue apart and replacing it with the new, 
cumbersome growth. 

Forge considered the readout for a moment. “You said 
that you spliced in whole sections of Creed‟s DNA?” 

“Aye,” Dr. McTaggert nodded. “Go on. I think I see 
where yuir going with this.” 

Forge tapped his chin absently with one metallic finger. 
“An individual‟s DNA serves as a blueprint for their entire 
body. We could take one cell from a person‟s elbow and 
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know exactly the genetic predisposition for the size of their 
heart, how tall they are, et cetera.” 

Moira leaned back in her chair. “So ye‟re thinking that 
the healing factor is still reading Creed‟s DNA?” 

Forge nodded. “It looks as if it is trying to regenerate 
Creed, not Wilson. It‟s destroying the tissue it sees as foreign, 
which is Wilson‟s flesh, and replacing it with tissue according 
to its source material; Creed.” 

“So it‟s remaking him in Creed‟s image.” McTaggert 
shook her head. “Wilson can nae live through that. Once his 
brain begins to change…”  

“We‟ll find a way,” Forge said grimly. He tapped up 
more files on the observation monitors. “According to your 
experiment logs, it looks as if the wounds you induced in Mr. 
Wilson as a test for the healing factor regenerated nicely.” 

Moira nodded. “Aye. It was only after they healed that 
the regeneration went out of control.” 

“So the trick is to let the healing factor repair the 
physical damage, then shut it off before it goes haywire.” 
Forge stared absently at the figures on the screen. “And 
we‟ve already found a way of doing that.” 

McTaggert frowned. “We can‟t just leave him sedated. 
He won‟t be much good to the Project if he has to be doped 
up every time his healing factor goes into overdrive.” 

Forge snapped his fingers. “I have just the thing!” He 
cleared the data from the screen and tapped in the 
commands to bring up the station‟s main computer. 

“Yuir logging onto the confidential mainframe?” 
Moira‟s eyes widened. “Ye have that kind of clearance?” 

Forge grinned as his fingers danced his way through 
layer upon layer of security. “Not exactly.  There are a few 
perks to being one of the Project‟s top technical designers, 
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however. I‟ve put in a few back doors just in case. Ah…” his 
fingers slowed. “Here we go. Take a look at this.” 

Moira leaned over his shoulder to get a closer look at 
the screen. Forge tried not to think about the herbal scents 
of her hair, or the proximity of her smooth, pale cheek. 

“Looks like ye‟ve pulled up a file on a Dr. Bruce 
Banner.” McTaggert frowned. “Dinnae he used to be one of 
Projects top researchers?” 

“Good memory, Doc. He‟s worked with our illustrious 
employer twice. You could say he and the Project didn‟t part 
under the best of terms.” 

Moira‟s brow furrowed. “I‟m afraid I dinnae 
understand. If he caused such difficulties the first time he 
left, why would the Project take him back? And how does all 
this relate to Wilson?” 

Forge scanned deeper into Banner‟s file. “I‟ll get to the 
second part of your question in a moment. As to the first 
part, the Project took him back because he was damned good 
at what he did. And Banner was willing to return because the 
Project had something he wanted.” 

“I‟m still not seeing the connection.” McTaggert 
crossed her arms beneath her breasts. One finger tapped 
against her arm impatiently. 

“Here‟s the good part.” Forge leaned back in his chair 
and turned towards Moira. “Amidst the turmoil of Banner‟s 
first break from Extechops, he apparently became subjected 
to some of the very same experiments he had been 
conducting. The files are vague,” he said, gesturing towards 
the nearby screen, “but by all reports, Dr. Banner became the 
nexus point for some sort of wormhole into an alternate 
plane.” 

Dr. McTaggert looked at Forge across the top of her 
glasses. “Ye expect me to believe that?” 
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Forge smiled at her slyly. “I make cyborgs, you make 
regenerating soldiers, and you want to quibble over 
wormholes?”  

She sighed, a slight smile at the corner of her lips. “I 
guess I don‟t have much room to argue. Go on.” 

 “Now, when this wormhole was triggered, Dr. Banner 
would disappear into this other plane and some sort of 
creature that resides on that alternate plane would take his 
place. Sort of a bizarre twist on conservation of matter, I 
suppose.” 

Moira continued to watch him skeptically. 

Forge sped along. “This thing that took his place was 
hideous and extremely dangerous, so naturally Dr. Banner 
tried desperately to find a way of preventing the 
transformation.” 

“And the Project had just what he was looking for,” 
Moira interjected. 

“Exactly!” Forge beamed. “That‟s the answer to your 
first question. Now for the answer to your second question. 
Guess what the trigger was that set off Dr. Banner‟s 
transformation?” 

Moira‟s eyebrow‟s scrunched together above her glasses. 
“If I‟m to believe this wild story has a connection with our 
current predicament, I‟d have to guess that the trigger was 
emotional trauma.” 

“Right again.” Forge returned to the display and pulled 
up what appeared to be a complex chemical formula. 
“Whenever Dr. Banner experienced emotional trauma—
anger, depression, whatever—the wormhole would open and 
the thing would come through and wreak havoc. The Project 
offered Banner this formula in return for his continued 
services.” Forge tapped the screen. 

“So what does it do?”  Moira pushed her glasses up to 
the bridge of her nose. 
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Forge‟s smile dropped. He glanced across the bay to 
where the medics were retrieving Wilson‟s unconscious form 
from the scanning chamber and returning him to the central 
gurney platform. 

“It kills your soul.” 

“It what?” Moira asked, startled. 

Forge rubbed his hand across his synthetic leg 
uncomfortably. “Technically speaking, it is a poison that kills 
the body‟s response to certain stimuli. It wipes out parts of 
the brain and body which allow a person to experience 
emotions. In Dr. Banner‟s case, he had to have a constant 
supply of the drug; some residue of his accident kept his 
brain cells kept growing back.” 

“Yuir suggesting we use this poison on Wilson?” Moira 
stared at him, shocked. 

Forge shook his head. “Not in its current form. We 
would have to modify it, make it less potent. We should be 
able to tailor the drug to specifically affect only the body‟s 
reactions to anger and fear, effectively turning off his „fight 
or flight‟ instinct. This should block the trigger for Wilson‟s 
healing factor. It won‟t turn it off completely, but should 
restrain the uncontrolled growth. He‟ll most likely need a 
constant supply as Banner did, since even the lower levels of 
his regeneration will most likely heal the damage from the 
poison over time.” 

Moira watched him for a moment, then stared at the 
formula on the screen. Slowly, she nodded her head. “It 
seems plausible.” She sighed and pushed her glasses up atop 
her head. Forge finally noticed the dark circles beneath her 
eyes as she rubbed them with her fingers.  “I only hope it will 
be enough to satisfy him.” 

Forge frowned. “What do you mean? Enough to satisfy 
who?” 
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Moira looked at him. “Did Fury not tell you? He said 
that if we didn‟t achieve a clear, reproducible, and 
unequivocal success, he was going to pull the plug on the 
regeneration project.” She looked at Forge, confused. “I 
thought that‟s why he assigned you here. To ensure results.” 

Forge sat back, deep in thought. He sighed. “Perhaps in 
the long run stopping this kind of research would be for the 
best.” 

“What?” Dr. McTaggert gaped. “Ye can nae believe 
that. Wilson is just the first step. If we can continue to refine 
the process, think of the lives this research could save!” 

Forge stared intently into her green eyes. “Even if we 
succeed in creating a healing factor we can implant in anyone 
we choose, do you really believe that this technology is going 
to end up in hospitals? That it will be used for people 
paralyzed in skiing accidents or crushed in car crashes?”  

Moira looked away from his penetrating gaze.  

“You and I both know that won‟t happen,” Forge 
whispered. 

Silence stretched between them, broken only by the 
measured bleep of Wilson‟s heartbeat. 

Moira bowed her head. “I‟ve been lying to myself. I‟ve 
been telling myself that I am working on the greatest medical 
advancement that the world has ever known. That my work 
could save thousands of lives.” She looked across the bay at 
Wilson. The bandages did nothing to conceal the awkward 
bulges of the grotesquely oversized muscle that deformed his 
body. “Meanwhile I subject a man to unimaginable torment, 
put him on the brink of death. All in the name of science.” 

Without thinking, Forge put a reassuring hand on her 
shoulder. His cybernetic hand. He sighed, and let his hand 
drop. 

“Who am I to judge?” He looked away. “When I lost 
my hand and leg in Desert Storm, I threw myself into 
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researching cybernetics. I was convinced that I would create 
new prosthetic technology that would make the world a 
better place.”  

He tapped his metallic leg. “The public has never seen 
my advances and probably never will. Instead, a friend of 
mine is close to dying—or worse, losing his soul—because I 
saved his life with cybernetics.”  

Forge flexed his mechanical hand. “At least your 
research has the potential to leave your subjects the same as 
they were before, more or less. My cybernetic advancements 
have a way of leaving their recipients half dead.” 

Moira watched him intently. “I dinnae think that Mr. 
Wilson would agree with you on that.” 

Forge smiled weakly. “No, I guess not. Whether steel or 
flesh, it looks as if both our solutions are flawed.”  

* 

“Has there been any change in his status?” Forge asked 
the medic. 

The man glanced at Forge, then through the bay 
window to where Cable remained the nexus point for a 
cluster of life support machines. 

“Not much, sir.” The medic shook his head. “The techs 
are busy repairing or replacing his cybernetic systems, but 
otherwise he‟s still comatose. His life signs are weak, but 
steady.” 

 Forge eyed the technicians as they removed the 
crumpled steel of Cable‟s left side. As one pair pulled free the 
twisted wreck of Cable‟s arm, another wheeled over a shiny 
new replacement and began the process of reworking the 
connections. Forge frowned as he watched. 

“They‟ve brought in extra machinery.” He pointed to 
the far corner of the med bay where a massive device sat 
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dormant. “What for?” He was afraid that he already knew the 
answer. 

The medic ran a hand through his hair uncomfortably. 
“Uh… well, Director Fury ordered the process for full 
cyborg conversion readied and set on standby.” 

Forge‟s jaw tightened. “He‟s given the go ahead on the 
conversion?” 

“No, not yet. He just wants the process ready to begin 
the moment he gives the order.” 

“I see. Thanks for the update.” Forge left the bay and 
moved swiftly through the base‟s cramped, rubber floored 
passages.  

“I think it‟s time to check up on our illustrious leader,” 
he muttered to himself. 

Forge slid down the steep stairs between levels and 
made his way deeper into the heart of the sub-aquatic 
complex. In an out-of-the-way corner of one of the base‟s 
lower levels, he reached the set of rooms he had built 
specifically for his personal lab.  A brief retinal scan unlocked 
the door, and a moment later he was settled in front of his 
computer array. 

“Let‟s see what you‟re up to, Nicholas.” 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

Forge accessed the remote video feed from the 
cybernetic eye he had designed for Fury. The image settled 
onto the main screen in a haze of static, and Forge tapped in 
keyboard commands to sharpen the resolution. 

As the picture cleared, Forge turned his head sideways. 
The monitor showed Fury, but tilted at an odd angle.  He 
recognized the room behind the Director to be Fury‟s private 
quarters. Fury had his old eyepatch covering his left 
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eyesocket again, and Forge realized he must have removed 
the cybernetic eye for cleaning.  

Fury frowned tightly and spoke towards something just 
past the eye‟s field of vision. Forge keyed up the computer‟s 
lip reading algorithms, and the text of Fury‟s words began to 
scroll across the bottom of the monitor. 

“…only begun it‟s first full testing run. It is much too 
early to determine success or failure at this point.” 

Fury paused, listening. He sighed. 

“Marginally. Again, more testing will be required before 
we can tell its full value to the Project.” 

Fury tensed as he listened to the response. 

“This is ridiculous!” he spat. “I have a man‟s life on the 
line here. He needs that regeneration research. What if we 
could re-constitute a cyborg completely?” 

The Director lit up a cigar, listening to the other side of 
the conversation. 

“Yes, he would survive the procedure,” Fury growled; 
the algorithm was elaborate enough to still make out words. 
“I just don‟t think he‟s stable enough. There‟s a lot invested 
in him, I don‟t want to throw it away if he snaps. 
Regeneration is lower risk, and it could benefit research at 
the same time.” 

Fury sucked on the cigar, clearly not liking what he was 
hearing. Forge flipped on a specialized ventilation system and 
lit up a cigarette of his own as he settled in to watch the 
interchange with Fury‟s unseen superior. 

Fury‟s face suddenly turned red and veins bulged in his 
forehead. “I know damn well what my job is.” He slammed a 
fist on the table, and the image wobbled for a moment.  

 “When you put me in charge of this outfit,” he 
continued, appearing a bit calmer, “you gave me full 
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discretionary powers. This is micromanagement, sir. If you 
want me to do this job, you gotta let me do it.” 

Forge‟s eyebrows raised. He leaned closer to the 
monitor, already thinking about what he would have to do to 
add microphones to Fury‟s next eye. 

“That‟s great for Stark, that he‟s figured out all the 
microtech,” Fury retorted. “You want Stark in charge of 
Extechops, then go get him. I don‟t want to suck hind tit 
trying to reverse engineer his discarded prototypes. We‟re in 
this to make agents better; well, he‟s got great tech for that. 
But he‟s not going to cooperate.” 

Forge could almost hear Fury‟s teeth grating together as 
the unseen party talked. 

Fury lurched closer, his image looming across the eye‟s 
field of vision. “You‟re not listening to me.” Fury‟s finger 
stabbed the air towards the off screen presence to emphasize 
his point. “We can make toys and weapons. But we need to 
broaden our research base. Narrowing it down to cybernetics 
means we start out practically obsolete, and stay that way.” 

Forge put out his cigarette and stood with a sigh. He 
knew a losing fight when he saw one. He gathered a few 
items off nearby shelves and thrust them into a shoulder bag 
as he continued to watch the conversation out of the corner 
of his eye. 

There was a long pause, and Fury‟s expression 
darkened. 

“Crystal,” Fury finally spat out. “The regeneration 
studies will be dropped and all our resources will be buried in 
cybernetics research. Is that all?” 

Fury extinguished his cigar in a nearby tray. Several 
levels below, Forge slung the now-full pack over his 
shoulder. 

“Fine,” Fury grated. “This conversation is over.” He 
tapped a button on the keyboard by the floating eye and 
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leaned back in his seat, still scowling at the monitor just out 
of sight. 

Forge hit a similar button on his own console, and the 
monitors went dark. He stared sadly at the empty screens 
where Fury‟s picture had hovered a moment before. 

“I‟m sorry it had to come down to this, Fury.” With one 
more glance at his laboratory, he flicked the power off and 
sealed the door behind him on his way out. 

* 

Fury scowled at the monitor of his com station through 
the haze of smoke that hung thick in his cramped quarters. 
Finally, he sighed. “I‟d better update Forge,” he muttered to 
himself. 

The Director leaned to the console and pressed the 
intercom button. “Bio Lab C,” he grumbled at the receiver. 

The central computer made the connection, and a 
moment later came the tinny response: “Bio Lab C here.” 

“Dr. McTaggert,” Fury said sharply. 

“Yes, sir,” her Irish accent replied. “How kin I help 
ye?” 

“I‟ll be down in a moment. I need to speak with Forge, 
and then I have some bad news for you.” 

“I‟m afraid Forge left some time ago, sir,” said her 
disembodied voice. 

Fury‟s scowl deepened. “Indeed. Thank you Dr. 
McTaggert. I‟ll be down to see you as soon as I can.” He cut 
the connection, and opened a new one. 

“Central Ops, where the hell is Operative Forge?” 

“We last show him logging into the med lab, sir.”  

Fury shut down the com link and stood. He snatched 
up the cybernetic orb where it lay in its protective cushion on 
his desk, then he disappeared into the narrow confines of his 
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lavatory. He reappeared a moment later with the eye patch 
gone and the replacement eye firmly in place.  

The Director pulled on his uniform jacket and stepped 
out into the corridor. A lift ride and a short dash through the 
narrow winding passages of the facility‟s upper levels, and he 
arrived at the med lab. 

The main bay was empty, save for technicians cleaning 
and packing away the various medical devices that had once 
filled the room. 

Fury marched into the observation room. “You!” he 
shouted at a startled medic. “What‟s going on here? Where‟s 
the patient? Where‟s Forge?” 

“I‟m sorry sir, you‟re just a few moments too late,” the 
medic stammered, a twitchy rabbit in the headlights of Fury‟s 
glare. “Cable suffered a massive cardiac arrest and we weren‟t 
able to revive him.” 

Fury‟s eyes narrowed suspiciously. “And Forge? Where 
is he?” 

The medic shrank beneath Fury‟s continued scrutiny. 
“H—h—he took the body to the cybernetics lab to salvage 
what he could of Cable‟s mechanical systems.” 

“Dismissed.”  

The medic scurried away gratefully. 

Fury stood for a moment watching the last efficient 
removal of all traces of Cable‟s presence. He stared at the 
bulkhead as if his cybernetic eye could pierce the layers of 
steel and answer all his questions.  A moment later, he 
snapped into motion and left the med lab behind. 

* 

Forge pushed the last load of equipment up the ramp. 
He stashed the supplies in the crowded cargo bay of the 
small transport sub. A large cylindrical stasis chamber 
strapped in the middle of the bay took up most of the space, 
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but Forge had managed to pack quite a lot of other necessary 
goods into the storage bins along each wall and beneath the 
flooring grates. 

He secured his load in place and checked the display on 
the stasis chamber. Cable‟s life signs were still steady. Forge 
nodded, satisfied, then exited the craft down the ramp to the 
submarine launching chamber. He‟d picked the secondary 
launching bay as it was less used and it would therefore be 
less likely for him to be questioned. 

The two small submarines in the chamber hung 
suspended by bulky crane arms over the large moon pool 
that provided access to the secondary pressure lock. Beyond 
that lock waited the depths of Lake Superior. 

Forge jogged along the catwalk that separated the two 
suspended submarines. He stepped up to the control panel 
and sent the command to retract the ramp and seal the cargo 
bay of the loaded sub. The whining of servos and struts 
responded to his order. The clang of steel on steel told him 
the task was complete and he began the sequence for 
releasing the sub. The crane arm hummed to life and with 
the whirring of pistons eased the craft onto the surface of the 
pool. The arm released its grasp on the sub, which sloshed a 
few feet deeper into the water before it settled. Forge 
retracted the crane climbed down the ladder to the main 
floor, where he could easily jump to the sub. 

Fury waited for him. Blocking the way to the 
submarine. 

The two men stared at each other in silence. Forge 
moved to step around the other man to where he could jump 
atop the flat roof of the craft, but Fury deftly blocked his 
path. 

“I can‟t let you go, Forge. Losing one of my agents is 
beyond my control at this point, but I will not lose two.” 
Fury glared at his operative. “Not like this.” 



 

   117 

“I can‟t do it, Nick, “ Forge sighed. His shoulders 
sagged as if under a great weight. “I can‟t stay here and let 
what‟s left of Nathan‟s humanity be ripped away.” 

Fury folded his arms across his chest. “And I told you I 
couldn‟t make any promises. I did what I could, Forge. As 
much as I disagree with them, I have orders to follow too.” 

“Orders,” Forge muttered. “We both know what it‟s 
like to sacrifice a part of ourselves because of our orders.” He 
raised his left hand and flexed its steel fingers. “We tell 
ourselves we do it for our country, or we do it for the greater 
good. We delude ourselves with whatever lie it takes to 
convince ourselves that everything is okay, to allow us to live 
with the fact that we are letting our own spirit be cut away 
piece by piece, replaced by soulless machines.”  

He dropped his hand and looked pointedly at Fury‟s 
cybernetic eye. “You know as well as I the pang of that loss. 
Nathan has already lost more of his soul than any person has 
the right to ask of another, no matter what prized ideal lies at 
stake.”  

Forge‟s eyes pleaded with Fury‟s. “I can‟t give him back 
what I‟ve taken, but I can preserve what little he has left. 
Please. Let me do that much.” 

Fury glared at him. One eye flared with the spark of 
anger, the other was cold, lifeless. “You wanna go? You gotta 
go through me.” He stood motionless, menacing. 

Forge frowned, then darted by Fury. The Director‟s fist 
lashed out and smashed into Forge‟s jaw.  The Native 
American‟s legs buckled and he toppled to the rubber coated 
deck plating. 

Forge touched his throbbing jaw gingerly and got to his 
feet. Fury stood waiting for him, his fists clenched. 

“When you come to,” Forge said, his eyes hard as blood 
oozed from his nose, “I want you to understand that you 
forced my hand.” A panel flipped up on his cybernetic arm, 
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and he pushed the innocuous black button the panel 
revealed. 

Fury howled in pain and clutched his head. He dropped 
to his knees as agony flared in his skull. A sharp pop and 
sizzle of electricity flared from his synthetic eye.  Fury‟s flesh 
eye rolled back until only white showed; finally, he collapsed 
to the deck, unconscious. His cybereye continued to smoke 
and crackle in his left eyesocket. 

Forge shook his head, feeling oddly disquieted. “There‟s 
your cybernetic improvement,” he said, his voice hard. 
“Welcome to the technology curve.” 

Forge stepped over Fury‟s limp form.  

He clambered atop the sub and down through the 
hatch, sealing it tight behind him. He strapped into the 
cockpit and keyed the craft to submerge. The turbines 
thrummed to life at his command, and moments later they 
were approaching the pressure lock. Forge bypassed the 
layers of security blocking their way. The sub cruised away 
into the murky depths.  

* 

Forge let the sub drift through the waters near the 
bottom of the lake for a long while as he stared out the 
porthole. Beyond, the icy, impenetrable darkness surrounded 
them, squeezed them in its unforgiving grip.  

Uncomfortable with his solitude, he activated the sub‟s 
spotlights. Illumination sheared out into the depths, but the 
implacable waters quickly stymied the light, bent its rays 
again and again until it diffused back into darkness. The only 
things the light managed to catch before it faltered were piles 
of waste, heaps of refuse which had found their way to the 
bottom of the lake. 

Forge felt somehow akin to the lonely depths. The cold, 
pollution-choked waters were a reflection of the guilt and 
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darkness of his own soul. He felt as if he, too, was about  to 
buckle beneath the resolute pressure of the unforgiving lake.  

Motion startled him. A small shape drifted past the view 
port. The fish hovered for a moment as if staring back at 
Forge, then darted away. 

Life. Even amongst the layers of human filth, it thrived.   

Forge smiled. He felt the small bud of something 
growing within his own darkness. 

Hope. 
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Deep Thought 
 

Tuesday, March 12, 2002 

 Snow twirled down out of the sky, each flake blazing an 
aimless trail down towards the earth. Together, they formed 
a shifting, glittering curtain. Enough individual and seemingly 
random movements made a single, monolithic impression. 
The man watching out the window smiled to himself. 

 “Lovely weather,” he murmured. His assistant waited 
outside the door, so he whispered a thought to him; enter, 
wait. As always, his very thought was obeyed. Report. 

 “All is in readiness, sir,” Geraint said. “We have the 
three restraint chambers crafted to your specifications.” 

 “Excellent,” Xavier said. He relaxed, and closed his eyes. 
He listened, as few other mortals could listen. “They will not 
be long now,” he said, a smile lingering on his features. 
“Perfect weather for the Ides of March, don‟t you think?” he 
chuckled. 

 Geraint had nothing to say to that. 

* 

 “You know about the Chateau?” the man asked, his 
voice shaky, his eyes haunted. The beautiful Asian woman 
seated next to him at the shadowed end of the bar nodded 
once. The man looked down into his beer, watched the 
surface tremble as he touched it with his hands; hands that 
never stopped shaking. 

 “Where is the Chateau?” she asked softly. 

 “I don‟t know how you found me,” the man muttered. 
“I‟m one of maybe five pilots that take supplies from here to 
there. Just a handful of bush pilots contract with the 
Chateau. We got a rotating schedule. A truck with supplies 
shows up once a month, and one of us flies it out. There‟s no 
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road up to the place, just a small airstrip. I think they got a 
chopper or two, but we always fly in, they never fly out.” 

 “Sounds reasonable enough,” the beautiful woman said. 
He looked at her sideways, then downed his beer in a long 
draught. He slapped down the empty mug and dragged the 
back of his hand across his loose mouth. 

 The woman nodded at the barkeep, who drew another 
mug of beer and slid it down. The woman passed it on, and 
the pilot flashed her a brief smile. 

 “Hardly creepy,” she added. 

 “I guess not,” he shrugged, unconvinced. “I guess that‟s 
not so creepy. See, we can never remember where the site is, 
no matter how many times we fly up there. We make up 
excuses. But we never make any notes or check our readings 
to get a fix on the place. See, when we get close, the Heads 
Up Display flickers on, and guides us the rest of the way in.” 
He stopped. 

 “But?” she prompted. 

 His staring eyes bored into her. “I checked the plane,” 
he said softly. “They don‟t have HUD in „em.” 

 He looked back down into his beer. “Too scared to 
quit,” he said. “I got no proof of nothin, and there‟s no news 
story, far as I know nothin illegal goin on up there. But it 
scares the bejeezus out of me all the same. Once we set 
down, these long haired eurotrash types with real tight 
mouths direct some guys in jumpsuits to unload the cargo, 
then the money shows up in our accounts the next day. Slick 
operation.” 

 She nodded, and then looked deep into his eyes. 
“Henry,” she said, “where is the airstrip the supply planes use 
to head out?” 

 “What are you thinking of doing?” he asked slowly, 
unblinking, his voice small. 
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 “Don‟t you agree it‟s better,” she said, her smile flashing 
teeth in the dim light, “if you don‟t know?” 

* 

 Logan snapped the cap off the child proof bottle of 
pills. One by one, he placed the pills on the pen tray of the 
easel. Little pink pills. He sighed to himself. “Thank you, 
Stark,” he murmured. The door chime to his room sounded. 

 Quickly, he grabbed the sheets of newsprint curled over 
the back of the easel and tugged them down over the sheet 
with writing. He tossed the bottle on his bed and squinted at 
the door.  

 “Ontray Vew,” he said. 

 The door slid open, and an attractive woman with dark 
hair and large glasses smiled at Logan. “Evening, Logan,” she 
said. “That‟s almost French.” 

 “Evening, Ms. Potts,” he grinned back. “Stark said the 
French were almost civilized. Somethin I shoot for. I forget 
to check out again?” 

 “No, no, nothing like that,” she said. “May I come in?” 

 “Sure,” he said with a gesture. “I‟m off duty at the 
moment. Mind if I smoke?” 

 “Not at all,” she said, and she stepped into his rooms. 
Logan walked over to the wall and flicked a switch. A 
ventilation system whined to life, and he sat down in a 
battered but comfortable chair right under the vent. He lit up 
his cigar and grinned, then gestured at another chair. 

 “No thanks,” Potts said. “I‟m working through my to-
do list before I get off duty. Just had a few questions.” 

 “Fulla answers,” he grinned, and he puffed. The smoke 
trailed up quickly and vanished into the wall. 

 “Are you satisfied with your housing?” she asked, 
gesturing. He glanced around the open living room with the 
television and game system and kitchenette, the couch, the 
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comfy chair with a vent; a hallway to a bathroom and his 
bedroom. 

 “Couldn‟t be happier,” he grinned. “Stark‟s a prince. I 
got no windows, but he said I got the run a the place, so I 
can go outside anytime I want. This deal‟s workin out just 
fine.” 

 “A prince, huh,” she said. She hesitated for a moment, 
then rushed on. “What do you think of him as a person?” 

 “Well,” Logan said, grinning, “he‟s rich, so he‟s wacko. I 
don‟t know we‟ll ever be buds, but he‟s done a stand up job 
by me and I trust him. An he‟s sharp as a whip, I mean real 
smart. I‟ll never figure him out, but long as he does right by 
me I don‟t need to. He‟s given me everything I asked for, and 
I‟m much obliged.” 

 “So you‟re satisfied?” she said. 

 “Yep,” he nodded, and he dragged on his cigar again. 
“Even premium smokes.” 

 “Is there a situation with a significant other that we may 
need to compensate for?” 

 Logan barked a laugh. “No, fraid not. Been nineteen 
years since I had a „significant other‟ and it just aint worth the 
bother. Thanks fer askin, though.” 

 She shrugged. “It‟s my job to fix things before they 
break,” she smiled. 

 “One helluva job,” Logan said, shaking his head. 
“Night.” 

 “See you around,” she said, and she left. The door slid 
shut behind her. 

 “Damn Star Trek doors,” muttered Logan, and he 
chuckled to himself. Then he got up and turned several 
sheets back on the easel. 

 It was working better than he had hoped. After the first 
week, the pills had started disappearing, and now ten a week 
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vanished off the easel. More than she needed. So she could 
have some extras, in case something happened to him. He 
smiled, and shrugged out of his jumpsuit, pulling on sweats. 
As he headed for the door, he turned and regarded the bold 
blocky printing; 

Tymaz Nine countermeasure it read, with crude arrows 
pointing down to the tray. Take one daily. 

 “Welcome back to the real world,” he murmured. 
“Somewhere.  As for me,” he grinned, “time for my run.” He 
turned and opened the door; then the console chirped. 

 “Agent Logan,” came the collected voice of the complex 
operator. “Call for you.” 

 “What the hell,” Logan said, closing the door. “I‟ll take 
it.” 

Wednesday, March 13, 2002 

 The purring wound through her meditations as she 
floated, completely open. She was so open she dissolved. She 
was formless and without thought, invisible. 

 Her body was in a crate on a cargo plane that hefted 
itself high enough to pass over the sharp peaks, headed deep 
into the mountains to an isolated mansion. 

 He searched for her; at some level she felt that. But she 
would not be found. She was not there to find. She was 
everywhere and nowhere, she was everything and she was 
nothing. She brought with her the death of many, gently 
enfolded in the gossamer of nothingness. 

 Not yet time to unpack. 

 Vaguely she sensed a touch on the pilot‟s mind; his 
„HUD‟ flickered to life. Not long now. 

 Far from where she was dispersed, her body smiled. The 
ninja woman was ready. 

* 
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 “Are you sure that‟s a good idea?” Geraint murmured. 
Xavier waved his concerns away. 

 “Geraint, after all the ninja training you have observed, 
you should know the First Rule,” Xavier said. “Leave 
nothing living. Now order the evacuation of the base. Four 
of our ninja and four of our students will stay. You must take 
the others and evacuate the facility.” 

 “The danger,” Geraint said, shaking his head. “I can‟t 
accept the danger you place yourself in.” 

 “The guards, soldiers, all the others would not make me 
any safer,” Xavier explained patiently. “The ninja women 
that are coming will kill everyone between me and them. No 
matter what. So I wish to preserve life by letting them come 
right in.” 

 “You are awfully confident,” Geraint said, “or bored 
with life.” 

 Xavier‟s eyes narrowed, and Geraint felt a ripple from 
the incredibly powerful telepath. “Do you doubt me?” Xavier 
asked gently. 

 “No sir, I don‟t,” Geraint said as sweat beaded on his 
scalp. A most uncomfortable sensation. 

 “Then trust me,” Xavier said. “You have little time. One 
is coming on the supply plane. I cannot pinpoint her, but she 
is there. She must be on the plane. The other is coming in 
from the mountains. They will be here in an hour. I want you 
out of here before then.” 

 “Yes sir,” Geraint said. It seemed there was nothing else 
to say. He left. 

 Xavier closed his eyes and smiled to himself. Come to me, 
he thought, beckoning them. I will wait for you here. The others 
are of no consequence. 

 Come to me. 

 They drew near. 
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* 

 Both planes had droned into the empty sky, and Lock 
quietly waited in the shadow of the house. She did not need 
her psionics or her ninja senses to know that the house was 
almost abandoned. So they were expected. This gave her a 
cold chill. They should not be expected. She had only spoken 
with one person about this mission, and he was not going to 
tell anyone because he forgot they ever talked; she had seen 
to that. 

 Silent would not have tipped her hand either, Lock was 
sure. Closing her eyes for a moment, she felt Silent moving 
through the snow, so near now… 

 Silent hunted, the cold irrelevant. Now it was light flurries, 
the chill too deep for the fallen snow to stick to the pale blanket 
already on the ground. Every puff and gust of wind slithered a 
knee-high mist of snow around her legs as she stalked down the 
side of the mountain towards the mansion. 

 Yes. This is a good place for an ambush. She felt their 
hearts, slowed by the cold. She felt their minds, numb and silent. 
They waited. They waited for her. 

 So she was not surprised when they burst up through the 
crust of snow. 

 You have not yet learned, she thought to them. Your 
techniques are sloppy, because I can do this— 

 The shuriken glanced off her forearm, and she leaped into the 
air, her short sword whipping free and lashing through the ninja’s 
neck. She landed behind the corpse, and the shuriken that fired 
towards her hit the dead meat with rapid thuds. Simple, she 
thought, you are so slow. Her sword whipped out of her hand and 
caught the other ninja square in the chest. 

 Surely you can survive that, she thought, moving towards him 
and touching him here, there, there. 

 The shattered ninja collapsed. She retrieved her sword and 
twirled it once; it was clean. 
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 She moved on, and the snow hissed over all traces of her 
passing. 

 Lock let her eyes drift open, back in her body. She 
shivered again, wondering about her new ally. What Lock 
could have been. Then she moved to the doorway, through it, 
into the mansion. 

 No security cameras. Well, that figures, she thought. 
When he is home they are not needed, and when he isn‟t, why 
bother. 

 She moved into the chilled mansion, and it felt warm 
after the howling wind. Elaborate woodwork, stained glass, 
carpet on the floors. She slipped in and moved to an alcove 
as she sensed the approach of a guard. 

 His mind flitted ahead of him, and behind; he was 
Aware. His paces were slow as he walked down the hall, his 
eyes half shut, looking for her with his other senses. She 
quickly dampened down, but just from watching him move 
she knew he was accomplished in combat. The submachine 
gun he carried was nothing. His long hair obscured half his 
face, fanning out over his shoulders. 

 She became invisible. 

 He walked past. 

 She moved silently behind him, towards the door he had 
passed through. 

 Sloppy, came a thought. Leave nothing living. 

 I have passed him, she thought back. He is not a danger. 

 The First Rule, came the thought. The First Rule is more 
important than your judgment. 

 Then she heard the snak of steel through flesh and 
bone, felt the quick hot spurt of death. 

 Silent had entered the building. 

 It doesn’t have to be that way, Lock thought. 
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 Yes it does, came Silent‟s thought, fast and urgent. Can you 
not feel him, gloating and malignant? He must be silenced. I have 
sought him as he has sought me in dreams. I must still his laughter, his 
endless laughter, bring silence to his power. You have shown me the way. 

 I feel him, yes, Lock thought. He has controlled me before. 

 Then Lock turned and saw her, standing in the hallway, 
her blade bright. She was a dark thing of breathtaking beauty, 
death hovering around her like hair shrouds a face 
underwater, coiling with power, asleep and more alive than a 
mortal should be. 

 Did you like it? Silent thought scornfully. 

 He must be stopped, Lock nodded firmly. I do not think we 
should kill him. 

 Silent took three steps and was out of sight. 

 Do what you must, came a thought, and Lock was not sure 
whose it was. 

* 

 Like moving through deep water; like a dream, where 
you cannot run. Lock found herself in a well-appointed 
chamber below the mansion. A window looked out from the 
cliff face. The secret room was armored and independent. 
She faced Xavier, as she could only remember doing a 
handful of times. Her mind was on high burn keeping the 
weight of his presence at bay. A drop of blood trickled out of 
her nose. 

 Then Silent was beside her, and the burden eased 
somewhat. 

 Now is the time for you to die, Silent thought. 

 I have long waited to bend you to my will, Xavier replied easily, 
his articulation and thought clear and sharp in their minds; 
Lock blinked. 

 Gasped. 
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 Crushing weight slammed into the two ninja, and they 
bowed beneath it; Xavier reached into their minds. 

 But Silent was protected; she was empty; she could not 
move at him, but she was not his. Her eyes flared, her nose 
bled, and a smile twisted across her face. She became 
something deeper. She had prepared for this— 

 Next to her, there was a Moment of Truth. The truth 
was ugly. 

 Lock took a step to the side and lashed out. Silent 
blinked, startled. Looked at Lock. Silent looked into her eyes, 
she saw Xavier looking back. 

 The battle was quick and foregone. The psi knife was 
through Silent‟s forehead in a flash. 

 Silent lay on the floor, her breathing shallow, and Lock 
stood slowly swaying back and forth, her nose freely 
bleeding. 

 How, thought Lock, deeply submerged. 

 A backdoor into your mind, my dear, replied Xavier. Standard 
procedure for those who work for me. I knew you were coming, and how. 
I knew you would bring Silent; indeed, without her I never would have 
allowed you to leave in the first place. Your link to her was my link to 
her. The Hand will be most pleased that I have done what they could 
not and taken, alive no less, their rogue pupil. When I am finished 
with her, Xavier smiled, she will keep none of her secrets. And as a 
bonus, you have given me a rogue lab monkey from Extechops, this time 
with no property damage. 

 Damn you. Damn you. 

 Xavier gestured, and she collapsed unconscious. His 
breathing was calculated and even. 

 He steepled his fingers. “Hans,” he called. One of his 
scientists stepped into the room. “Take them to the 
containment chambers.” 

 “Yes sir,” Hans said. “Shall I summon the plane back?” 
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 “Not yet,” Xavier said, sweat beaded on his domed 
forehead. “Not yet.”  

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 Franc and Hans pushed the gurneys with the ninja 
women on them. They exchanged a glance, then turned and 
opened fire on the door into the dining room. 

 Their guns clattered, furiously loud in the hallway, 
punching holes in the solid door. A retreating shadow left 
blood on the other side of the door. 

 “Dammit!” came a shout. “Fine, you wanna play it 
hard,” snikt “we‟ll play it hard.” 

 As the door exploded into kindling, Hans snatched at 
the intruder‟s mind and tried to halt him—got something-
else—then Hans grabbed at his face as blood spurted out his 
nose and he reeled. 

 As for Franc, he just kept shooting. 

 Neither of them stopped him. 

 Loan whirled around the bullets and snapped his claws 
through Franc‟s face, tearing his head in half. “Keep yer 
lobes to yerself, Fabio,” he grunted to the other scientist, 
hurling Franc‟s body at him. They went down in a tangle of 
limbs. 

 “Didn‟t like my head?” Logan asked. “Sorry it‟s a little 
messy, but that‟s what ya get for droppin by without callin 
first.” Shunk. 

 The fight was over. 

 Logan snipped the restraints off Lock. Then his arms 
swallowed his claws again. “Come on, girl,” he whispered, 
rubbing her hand. “Let‟s get outa here. 

 She blinked, slowly, and yawned. He grinned at her. 
“Sight fer sore eyes, Bets,” he said. 
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 Her hand shot out, and a finger punched into each of 
his eyes. His head snapped back, the shock of pain 
incredible. Her other hand shot into his sternum. Her leg 
whipped up off the table and crushed into the side of his 
neck, taking him off his feet. 

 “Whu” he managed before she dropped, momentum 
and body weight smashing her knee into the side of his head, 
cracking the floor with his skull. 

 He faintly felt her fingers jab him in three places, then 
he was unconscious. 

* 

 “Touching, really,” came a voice from very far away, on 
the other side of the pain. 

 Logan raised his head blearily, trying to blink but failing 
as his eyes had not grown in yet. 

 “Yew must be Xavier,” Logan managed. He was not tied 
or restrained, but he was kneeling on the floor. 

 “Very good,” the cold voice said. “Doggy gets a biscuit.” 

 “Yeah,” Logan said. “Like I‟ve never heard that before. 
You can do better‟n that, Mister Nancy Pansy Psychic.” 

 “Gracious,” Xavier said under his breath. “Ms. 
Braddock, please take this poor creature and the woman 
ninja to the restraining chambers. I‟ll be along directly to help 
you into yours.” 

 “Yes sir,” her voice said, distant. 

 “I got somethin ta say first,” Logan growled, his voice 
broken with pain. 

 “Very well,” Xavier said. “Say your piece.” 

 “I just wanted to tell you I aint stupid,” Logan said. “I 
knew the odds and I came anyway. I just wanted you to 
know that.” 
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 “Honestly,” Xavier said, his voice amused. “I don‟t care 
about your intellect.” 

 “Figgered you wouldn‟t. For all the experimentin people 
do on me, they never ask me what I think. So before we get 
back to that, or before the big check out, I want to tell you 
what I think.” 

 “This won‟t take long, will it?” Xavier said, glancing at 
the clock. 

 “I‟ll keep it short,” Logan said. He felt his eyes growing 
back in with an unbearable painful itch. “A wise man once 
told me that you aint really livin until you got something 
you‟d die for. For me, that‟s my friends. Once you make it 
into the circle of my friends, there aint much I wouldn‟t do 
for ya. That‟s because I got honor. Honor aint about winnin 
and losin. Honor is about where you draw the line you will 
not cross. Its about what you‟ll live for and what you‟ll die for, 
and without it you don‟t really live and you die a little every 
day.” Logan cleared his throat. 

 “Finished?” 

 “Almost,” Logan said. “I wanted to tell you all this in 
case nobody ever did. Even if you win today, and tomorrow, 
and get the whole enchilada er whatever yer fightin for, when 
it comes down to it and you‟re in the dark at three in the 
mornin and the doubt comes, and the fear comes, and the 
regret comes, you gotta have somethin to push em back with 
or it‟s all fer nothin.” 

 “Thank you, that was very kind. And now—“ 

 “One more thing,” Logan said, the floor coming into 
focus. “I got one more thing to say.” 

 “My patience wears thin,” Xavier said. 

 “Now,” Logan said with a grin as he finally saw the 
floor. 
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 “Now?” Xavier echoed, puzzled. Then his eyes 
widened— 

 A muffled tearing crack and a gust of brimstone erupted 
next to Xavier‟s chair, and a shadowy figure darted out a 
hand holding a spray canister, firing a mist at Xavier. The 
powerful psycher raised his hands, but he was too late. The 
gas danced over his eyes and through his sinuses. His eyes 
rolled back in his head and he slumped in his chair. 

 Trespasser stepped through the curling mist of his 
teleportation and sprayed some more in Xavier‟s eyes and 
nose just to be sure. Then he turned to where Logan was 
standing and Lock swaying, ready to fall. 

 “Ta sum up,” Logan said with a ferocious grin. “One. I 
aint stupid. Two. I got friends. Kurt, here‟s yer tracker.” 
Logan took a small black device that looked like a pager out 
of his pocket and tossed it to the newcomer. “Thanks a 
million.” 

 “I believe that makes us even,” Kurt said. 

 “Yeah, and you can also look around,” Logan said, 
gesturing. “Lotsa secrets around here.” 

 “You are too kind,” Kurt said, and he moved out of the 
armored room and down the hall. 

 “My head,” Lock said faintly. 

 “I know the feelin,” Logan said, rubbing his scalp. “You 
are a nasty woman, you know that?” 

 “I really am sorry,” she said earnestly. 

 “I knew what I was getting into,” he said with a shrug. 
“This is the way it had to go down. But the story aint over.” 

 Lock looked over at Xavier‟s slumped form. “No, it isn‟t 
over yet. And while he lives it won’t be over.” She looked 
back at Logan. “He didn‟t see your plan in your mind,” she 
noted. 



 

134 

 Logan shrugged. “Too lazy,” he grinned. “He coulda 
poked in, but like he said, he didn‟t care what I thought. An I 
got some noisy headspace. How‟d he get you?” 

 “He had a back door to my mind,” she said sourly. “Put 
it in while I was being trained at the Institute. Just waltzed 
through his personal Belgium and evaded my Maginot line 
completely.” 

 “Can he do it again?” Logan asked quietly. 

 “No,” she murmured. “No he can‟t. But there‟s only 
one way to be totally sure.” 

 He watched her. “So what now?” 

 “Well,” she said slowly, “the First Rule is to leave 
nothing living. That would include Xavier.” 

 Logan waited. 

 Lock‟s forehead wrinkled with thought. “He is a 
powerful psychic. I don‟t know if I‟d be able to track him 
down again. This could be the only opportunity to rid the 
world of his evil.” 

 Logan said nothing, patient and present. 

 She looked at him. “What do you say?” 

 He slowly shook his head. “I just don‟t know,” he 
replied. “I don‟t know if the greater crime is to let him live so 
he can wreck more lives, or to kill him and accept the 
responsibility of his death. I usta know more than I do now; 
seen too much, I got too many of my own questions for me 
to answer this for you. You gotta do what you feel is right, 
then you gotta live with it.” 

 “What about you?” she said. “If I let him live, you‟ll just 
walk away? After seeing what he can do?" 

 “It‟s about trust, Bets,” Logan said. “I trust your 
judgment. You‟ve been in his head. You decide.” 

 “What if I don‟t want to?” 
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 Logan looked at her closely. “You don‟t decide this now 
then you‟ll have to make this decision over and over the rest 
of your life. It‟ll ghost you, Bets. Believe me, I know about 
puttin off decisions. You gotta go head first into it and 
accept the consequences. Preferably before he wakes up.” 

 She bowed her head for a moment, then raised her chin 
to face the slumped figure. “He will live. I am not a ninja, 
never wanted to be a ninja. Their talents and abilities were 
forced on me, but I choose to remain human.” She faced 
Logan. “It is better to walk in the light than to be chained to 
shadow.” 

 He grinned, with no words to say. He gave her a quick 
hug. “Okay, let‟s get outa here,” he muttered. 

 The First Rule. Leave nothing living. Lock hesitated, her eyes 
widening.  

 Her link to Silent was diminished to a vestige, either by 
Silent‟s choice or Xavier‟s will or her decision to turn from 
the path of the ninja. Still, through it, she saw what Silent 
wished her to see— 

Xavier unconscious, so Silent slipped easily from her 
restraints. Armory. The mansion had an armory. With C4 
explosives, with detonators—through the house—enough 
to— 

 “Logan!” Lock said urgently. “Now! We leave now!”  

 “What about him?” Logan asked, pointing. 

 “He‟ll be safer here,” she said quickly. “His people will 
return shortly, and this room can withstand almost anything. 
We are not so lucky,” she added as they sprinted through the 
halls of the Chateau. Then they were outside, running, 
running. 

 Kurt, run, Lock thought to him. The house. She showed 
him. There was a sharp crack, she lost him. 
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 The mansion exploded, blasting into the sky, collapsing 
outward, shredded and gutted with the uncontrollable 
explosions that tore through it. The crashing rumble 
loosened the mountain, and an avalanche swept down to 
bury the remainder of the site. 

 Much further down on the slope, a hand punched out of 
the snow followed by a damp and irritated man. Lock joined 
him. 

 “I suppose you pranced along the snow and didn‟t fall 
in,” Logan muttered. 

 She suppressed a smile. “Something like that,” she 
agreed. 

 “Is Kurt okay?” Logan asked. 

 Her eyes unfocused, then she covered her mouth and 
almost giggled. “He‟s so testy when I find him. He‟s fine, and 
moving away now. Silent is clear too,” she said in a more 
subdued voice. 

 “How about baldy?” 

 “His people are on their way back even now. He‟ll live, 
and they‟ll dig him out.” 

 Logan grunted and managed to stand. “I swear, 
Somethin about me is just death to buildings.” He dusted 
himself off. “I should warn Stark that if I‟m there for long 
Stark International is gonna be a crater. He should start 
working on Plan B right away.” 

 She looked at him. “When I called to you earlier, you 
didn‟t tell me you were bringing backup.”  

 He shrugged. “Figured if I did, then you‟d know. Better 
you not know, then you can‟t give it away. I didn‟t tell you I 
was gonna check Stark‟s satellite photos of the area to find 
the house, either. Or that I was comin in on snowmobile 
after you ladies had a head start.” 
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 “Fair enough,” she shrugged. “You handled that very 
well,” she added. 

 “Thanks,” he said. “It‟s nuthin, though. I mean, that‟s 
what friends are for.” He grinned. 

 “So that’s what friends are for,” she observed, unable to 
suppress her smile this time.  

 “Well,” he said, heading down the slope, “that and ever 
now and then, if yer lucky, makin you a good plate of franks 
n beans.” 

 Hardly feeling the cold, they left the steaming and 
shattered mountain slope and headed back towards 
civilization. 
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Desert Games 
By Kyle Monroe 

 

Saturday, March 16, 2002 

 “I dinnae think ye should do this.” Dr. McTaggert 
slapped her hand in the middle of the report Fury was 
reading. “He‟s nae ready for active duty.” 

 Fury glared at the hand in his way until she removed it. 
He continued to scan the page without looking up. “You 
signed him out of the medical bay, correct?” 

 Moira glared down at the one eyed man seated behind 
the desk. “Well, yes I did, but—” 

 “But nothing, doctor.” The Director tossed the report 
on a small stack to his right, and picked up another from a 
much larger stack to his left.  “Agent Wilson is no longer 
your concern. His care is out of your hands.” 

As his eye glanced swiftly down the printed page of yet 
another report, he picked up the cigar smoldering in its 
ashtray and gripped it with his teeth. He flicked the button 
on the intercom at his elbow. “Ms. Murray, I thought I was 
very clear that this was to be a paperless office.” 

“Yes, sir, you were,” came the disembodied reply. 

“Then what the hell is on my desk?” 

“Well, sir, all the monitors in Alpha System are down. 
Water leaked into the control center.” 

“What‟s the hold-up?” Fury glared at the intercom 
speaker through a haze of cigar smoke. “Fix the damn 
thing!” 

McTaggert crossed her arms and waited impatiently. 
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  The speaker crackled. “I have expressed your 
displeasure to technical support. They‟re working on it.” 

 “And how long is this supposed to take?” Fury slid a 
stack of release forms over and started peering at them, 
readying his pen to sign off on Extechop initiatives. 

 “Unknown, sir. Agent Forge set up most of the 
protocals, and without his support, it could take quite a while 
to reconfigure systems.” 

 “They have until noon. Remind them that I have a gun.” 
Fury cut the intercom connection with a muttered curse. He 
glanced up to see McTaggert staring down at him through 
her black-rimmed glasses. 

 “You‟re still here, doctor?” 

 “We still can‟t control Wilson‟s healing factor. There‟s 
no telling what will happen when he is thrust into a high 
stress situation, such as combat,” she said through her teeth. 

 Fury dropped the paper on his desk and leaned back in 
his chair. He took a long measured drag of acrid cigar smoke. 
“Your report said his healing agent was no longer life 
threatening.” 

 “Aye, that‟s correct.” Moira pushed her glasses up her 
nose. “With your permission, we compiled what little was 
recovered of Bryant‟s personal lab notes from when he was 
working on a cure for Dr. Banner. Basing our chemical agent 
from a formula we found there, we were able to engineer a 
drug that has the effect of restricting the trigger that sets off 
Wilson‟s healing factor. He‟s on a regular regimen of this 
drug so that he will nae be killed by unrestricted tissue 
growth.” 

 “Then what seems to be the problem, doctor?” Fury 
tapped a thick head of ash into the tray. 

 “Well, his muscle and other tissues continue to grow 
and shift, so his skin will keep trying unsuccessfully to reseal 
itself. He continues to leak fluids and we dinnae think we can 
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stop it.” Moira held his gaze. “Ye can nae let him go on 
active duty until we can stabilize him.” 

 Fury watched the doctor for a moment. “Are you telling 
me that if I send him out into the field he could very well die 
of blood loss before he even gets close to an enemy?” 

 McTaggert shifted uneasily. “Well, no. He‟s using a 
special suit designed to contain the leakage and maintain the 
integrity of his skin. His healing factor, although restrained, is 
still enough to compensate for any loss.” 

 Fury leaned across his desk towards her. “So. He is alert 
and mobile, and while he‟ll never look pretty again, he is at 
no risk of death from either uncontrolled muscles or leaking. 
Right?” 

 Moira flushed. “Yes, sir.” 

 He glared at her with his one eye as he thrust the stub of 
his cigar into the ashtray. “Thank you, Doctor, that will be 
all.” 

 “There‟s one other thing ye should know, sir,” Moira 
protested. 

 Fury stared at her beneath heavy brows. 

 McTaggert rushed on while she had the chance. “His 
pysch evaluation came back… abnormal. I think the drugs 
that are restricting his healing factor are also having a 
detrimental effect on his psyche. They block his brain‟s 
reaction to emotional stimuli, and I believe this has left him 
in a state of imbalance which makes him somewhat… 
unpredictable to say the least.”  

 Fury picked up the report he‟d left on his desk. He 
turned his attention from her and began scanning down the 
page. “Dr. McTaggert, if I were to suspend every agent of 
the Project who is psychologically imbalanced I‟d be left 
without a staff. Close the door on your way out.” 
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 Moira missed the satisfying slam as his office door 
whispered shut behind her. 

* 

 Forge breathed in the cool, recycled air pumped out 
through the air conditioning unit. It was a welcome change 
of pace from the baking heat of the Arizona desert outside. 
He flicked a switch on the wall, and hanging panels of lights 
flickered to life. The large bay, empty when he‟d arrived a 
few days before, was now filled with the equipment he‟d 
managed to take with him in his flight from Extechops‟ 
underwater base. 

 The center of the room was occupied with the large 
stasis chamber that kept Cable suspended on the knife‟s edge 
between life and death. Forge activated its display and 
watched two lines scrawl out across the screen. One 
measured electrical current, the other heart rate. For Cable, 
they measured the two halves of his life force. 

 “They are coming, you know. You can‟t escape them.” 

 Forge slipped a pistol from its holster at his waist as he 
spun. His finger applied light pressure against the trigger and 
a red dot played through the shadowed recesses of the 
curved roof, finally coming to rest on the forehead of a dark 
figure crouched atop a metal rafter.  

 Forge‟s eyes widened as the black clad creature unfurled 
from its resting place. It tucked, tumbling from the rafter. 
The rolling descent came to an abrupt halt as a cordlike tail 
stopped its fall; the creature hung upside down before Forge 
and smiled. Its pointed teeth gleamed white against the short 
dark fur of his face.  

 “They will come here, Herr Forge, and they will find 
you.” Its Germanic accent rolled off its tongue. 

 “Good.” Forge kept his pistol aimed at the intruder‟s 
forehead. It didn‟t seem to mind. “I‟m rather counting on it, 
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actually. Who are you, and how did you get in here without 
tripping my proximity alarms?” 

 The creature hesitated before replying. “Some call me 
Trespasser.” It smiled again, and Forge took note of the 
sharply pointed teeth. “My employers are interested in 
retaining your services. I have been sent to make you an 
offer.” 

 Forge‟s eyes narrowed. “I just ended my employment 
with one shady outfit. I‟m in no rush to indenture myself 
again so soon.” 

 “Is there nothing I can do to persuade you to change 
your mind?” the dark fuzzy man inquired. 

 “Afraid not. I trust you can find your way out.” 

 “I‟m sorry you feel that way. Perhaps we shall meet 
again when you are more amenable to what I have to offer.” 
Trespasser coiled back atop the rafter, a red dot following 
him the entire way. 

 “I don‟t care much for threats.” Forge‟s face was grim. 
“The next time you show up in my lab unannounced I won‟t 
give you the chance for witty conversation.” 

 Forge blinked as the dark figure vanished in a muffled 
crack of imploding air. He swept the pistol back and forth, 
but he only saw swiftly dissipating wisps of black smoke. He 
sniffed at the stench of brimstone and ozone that hung thick 
in the air, then he slid his pistol back in its holster. 

* 

 “What was that, soldier?” Fury shouted above the roar 
of the aircraft‟s engines. His one eye glared at the two men 
seated across the cargo hold of the military airlift while he 
pulled absently at the straps that held him securely in his 
jump seat. 



 

   143 

 Wilson finished pulling the grey stealth mask into place 
and secured it at his neck. “I said, what‟s my codename for 
this shindig?” 

 “Codename?” Fury stared at him flatly. Next to Wilson, 
Garrett shrugged his metal shoulders imperceptibly. 

 “You know, a codename.” Wilson shouted. “A handle, 
alias, nom de geur, AKA. Codename. I mean, you can‟t let 
the tin can here call me „Wilson‟ while we‟re out on a 
mission. Sounds like the grumpy neighbor from Dennis the 
Menace. It also sorta reminds me of that movie with the guy 
stuck out on the island. I think he got a little too friendly 
with that volleyball, if you know what I mean.” 

 Fury had to strain to hear Wilson‟s incessant yammering 
above the clamor of the engines that reverberated through 
the metal tube of the airplane‟s body.  

“No, I was thinking something like „Scar‟ would do 
nicely,” the masked agent hollered. “You know, appropriate 
and fearsome. Like Scarface.  I could use the „say hello to my 
little friend‟ line just before I open a can of whupass. Killer! 
Ooh… Killer…now that‟s a good idea, too…” 

 “Are you done yet?” Fury ground his teeth together. “If 
you really want a codename I‟ll have them stencil „Meatloaf‟ 
onto your jumpsuit. This is not a game, Wilson. We‟re not 
playing G.I. Joe here.” 

 Garrett‟s face didn‟t even show the faintest twitch of a 
smile. 

 “Now let‟s get on with this. We will be approaching the 
drop site shortly. You‟ll be doing a HAVLO jump, High 
Altitude Very Low Opening. This kind of jump is designed 
specifically for special troop types, such as yourselves. You‟ll 
be pulling your cords lower than a standard HALO jump, 
past the terminal point. Your chutes are designed to control 
your fall rather than to slow you down.” 

 “How low can you go?” Wilson quipped. 
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 “What‟s the target?” Garrett asked. 

 “An old underground Project facility used for war games 
and weapons testing,” Fury shouted. He pulled a folder from 
beside his seat and passed it over to Garrett. Inside were 
large aerial reconnaissance snapshots of a system of 
interconnected canyons and gorges.  

“Bryant decided that it was not cost effective, he cut the 
site‟s funding,” Fury continued,  “All systems were 
deactivated and the entire site was put under lockdown. 
Yesterday, our network detected a breach in the lockdown. 
Basic systems have been brought back online.” 

“Forge?” Garrett‟s rumbled. 

Fury nodded. “He worked on the site as one of his first 
assignments with the Project. This is where he developed his 
skills in environmental controls that later led to the 
development of the Lake Superior base. He‟d have all the 
codes necessary to breach the facility‟s lockdown, and an 
intimate knowledge of its systems.” 

The intercom system blared the voice of the pilot into 
the cargo bay. “Arriving at drop site in five minutes.” 

“Anything else that needs clarification?” Fury yelled. 

 “Can we—” 

 “I want them alive!” Fury snapped at Wilson. “Agents 
Forge and Cable are of no use to us dead.” 

 “Then why are we packing all of this ordinance?” 
Wilson gestured at the stacks of equipment strapped down in 
the center of the hold. “Unless Forge happens to have the 
entire National Guard tucked in his back pocket, this seems 
like a bit of overkill. Why not just let me go in alone? I could 
slip in there solo like and take him ou…er, I mean capture 
him before he even knew what hit him.” 

 “Don‟t underestimate Forge‟s abilities.” Fury shouted, 
not even close to hoarse. “When he went AWOL, he took a 
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large supply of Project weaponry with him. We can‟t be sure 
exactly what he took, but we have to assume he has the 
materials to build whatever he didn‟t steal. We‟re hitting him 
as fast as we can, but he still has a head start on us and that 
gives him the advantage. He‟ll no doubt know you‟re coming, 
so keep your heads up and your eyes open.” 

  “We are approaching the drop site.” The pilot‟s voice 
crackled over the intercom. “You may jump on my mark.” 

 The two operatives strapped on their ordinance and 
buckled into parachute packs. The aircraft‟s rear ramp 
lowered. Moments later, Wilson and Garrett were airborne.  

* 

The bleak Arizona landscape hovered beneath them, 
rushing eagerly to meet their hurtling descent. As they 
converged on the desert surface, its shapes resolved into a 
deep gorge leading into a system of interconnecting canyons. 

 As the parched, pale brown earth drew precipitously 
near, the pair yanked their ripcords. The released chutes 
grabbed the air and wrenched their bodies against their 
downward momentum. The drop became an arc, and they 
zoomed down over the ground at unreasonable speeds. 

 Garrett‟s heavy body slammed into the earth. Shock 
absorbers in his calves and thighs compensated for most of 
the impact, but his heavy boots still gouged deep trails into 
the unforgiving earth. He disconnected the chute and rolled, 
then stood unharmed. 

 Wilson released the chute as he was flung along over the 
ground, momentum out of control. He landed in a roll, 
popping up and then smacking down to skid awkwardly to a 
halt. Garrett frowned; looked painful. Wilson lay gasping for 
a moment. 

 “How soon until you can walk?” Garrett muttered. 

 “Whoever gave Fury the idea to make us test out these 
HAVLO jumps deserves to be shot,” Wilson sputtered as he 
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pushed himself up to a sitting position. He winced as he 
pulled a leg straight to allow the bones to reset properly. “As 
a matter of fact, I think I‟ll do that. Who do you think it was? 
Probably that snickering slut in Logistics, eh? Hmm…” 
Wilson thought for a moment as his bones began to reknit.  

Abruptly, he nodded. “She wants me.” 

 Garrett turned to assess their location. They had 
dropped into the gorge that led to the canyons. The rough 
rock walls soared up to either side, far apart where he stood 
but coming together at the far end into a narrow passage 
which led to the network of canyons beyond. 

 Garrett glanced at the other man over his shoulder 
before turning back to his examination of the gorge. “You‟ll 
be fine.” 

 “Just because they heal doesn‟t mean they don‟t hurt like 
a bitch,” Wilson protested. 

 “Can you walk, or would you rather sit here and whine 
while I complete the mission?” Garrett glared down at 
Wilson. 

 “You know, this is exactly why I work alone.” Wilson 
scrambled to his feet and carefully tested his newly healed 
legs before he followed Garrett to the narrow end of the 
canyon. “All I get is abuse when I‟m saddled with a partner. 
You‟d better be careful. Creed‟s not the only one who can rip 
off your leg and beat you with it.” 

 “Shut up,” Garrett growled. “We‟re on the clock. Cut 
the chatter.” 

 “Touchy touchy,” Wilson muttered. “It‟s not like you‟ve 
really got anything to worry about. Get blown to bits? They‟ll 
just build you again. New and improved! Garrett, version 2.0! 
Or is it 3.0? I seem to remember hearing that you‟ve been 
ripped to scrap at least once already.” 

Garrett ignored him, and Wilson sighed. They 
followed the gorge, and emerging from the far side they saw 
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a deep canyon whose far end dissolved into columns of 
stone thrust high into the air, creating a myriad of twisting 
paths out into the system of canyons beyond. 

Garrett stood for a moment, his head tilted slightly. 
“My GPS uplink shows the tracking beacon is coming from 
over there.” He pointed in a northeasterly direction. 

 The two agents headed towards the canyon opening that 
looked to lead in the approximate direction of the signal.  As 
they neared the mouth of the passage, Garrett stopped 
abruptly. He put up a hand to stall Wilson and stood still a 
moment, his head tilted. He mentally adjusted the dampers 
on his audial sensors to focus on the faint mechanical whine 
he‟d picked up. 

 “What now?” Wilson muttered. “You were the one all 
eager to get moving. So let‟s move.” He stepped past 
Garrett‟s outstretched hand and towards the entrance to the 
canyon they had chosen. 

 Garrett dove for his partner and both men hit the 
ground with a jarring impact as the silence of the gorge was 
ripped apart by blazing machinegun fire. Dust exploded into 
the air as the trail of bullets slammed into the earth. Sparks 
flew off Garrett‟s torso as several rounds connected where 
he sheltered Wilson from the onslaught. 

 From where he lay beneath his partner, Wilson slid his 
pistol from its holster and took careful aim at the twin 
muzzle flares that bloomed in a nearby opening in the rock 
wall. His pistol bucked twice in his hand and abruptly the 
onslaught ended in the pop and squeal of shattered metal. 

 Garrett and Wilson pushed themselves off the ground. 
Garrett checked his torso and noted that the hail of bullets 
had left small puckered impressions across his side and back, 
but had not caused any damage. 

 They moved to examine the remains of their attackers. 
Two automated sentry turrets squatted on tripods in the 
opening to a side gallery just inside the entrance to the 
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canyon the agents had been headed for. Smoke wafted from 
the gently spinning barrels, and sparks crackled from where 
Wilson‟s bullets had sheared off the motion sensors on each 
gun. 

 “I guess we go this way.” Wilson looked down the 
narrow canyon the sentry guns had been set to guard. 

 Garrett frowned. “The GPS signal is still coming from 
further that direction.” He jerked his head in the direction 
they had originally been headed. 

 “You don‟t set sentry guns to protect an empty canyon.” 
Wilson kicked the tripod out beneath one of the guns and it 
clattered noisily to the stony earth.  

“Unless you‟re trying to mislead the opposition,” 
Garrett replied. 

Wilson nodded in thought. “Why don‟t we go for 
what‟s behind door number three?” He looked up at the 
jagged stone wall of the canyon. “Let‟s head for higher 
ground and get a better picture of where we‟re headed.” 

Garrett nodded his agreement, and the two men opened 
their packs and began strapping on their climbing gear. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 Forge cursed under his breath. He stared through his 
binoculars at the two small figures moving swiftly up the side 
of the canyon. 

“Now you‟re in quite the fix, Forge.” He berated 
himself. “Leave it to Project agents not to take a hint.” 

He continued to watch the agents as they cleared the 
rim of the canyon and began to move swiftly along the ridge. 

Forge cursed again. “Too fast. They‟re moving too fast. 
If they bypass all the diversions I laid out in the canyons, 
they‟ll get to the site too soon.” 
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 He glanced down at his watch and shook his head. 
“Four more hours until the medical systems will be online 
and ready to proceed. At the rate they are going, they‟ll get 
there in under two. That‟s not even enough time to go back 
for more equipment.”  

After another moment of observing their progress, he 
stashed the binoculars in his pack and thought in silence for 
a moment. He looked down into the canyons and couldn‟t 
help but be reminded of his childhood exploring the many 
cracks and passages through the rugged landscape.  

His father had taught him of the spirits that inhabited 
those canyons, told him stories of Coyote, the trickster spirit 
that roamed laughing across the desert plateaus. Coyote was 
famous among his people for his infuriating pranks that 
always resulted in the unfortunate target discovering a hard-
learned lesson. 

Forge smiled. He grabbed his pack and headed along 
the ridge towards the approaching agents. 

It was time for the Coyote to teach a lesson. 

* 

Earth shattered into dust as gunshots rang out. Wilson 
leaped back from the edge of the gorge and swiftly brought 
his twin pistols to bear on the dark shape standing atop one 
of the columns of rock within the canyon. The setting sun 
glowed reddish orange across the chasm and made it difficult 
to make out the newcomer.  

“You boys looking for me?” The shouted voice, along 
with the dull reflection of the dying light off metal at thigh 
and hand was enough for Wilson. 

His pistols cackled with glee as they pumped rounds at 
the offending figure. Dust shot into the air and their quarry 
scrabbled across the top of his plateau and dove behind the 
far edge. 
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Garrett shoved Wilson‟s arms aside. “We‟re taking him 
in alive, remember?” 

Wilson stared pointedly at the assault rifle Garrett was 
busy slapping a clip into, and the cluster of grenades slung 
across his chest.   

“Rubber bullets.” Garrett smoothly chambered the first 
round. One hand touched the bandolier across his chest. 
“Gas grenades.” He glared at Wilson‟s pistols. 

Wilson sighed. He popped the clips full of hollow 
points from his pistols and slapped in his own clips of rubber 
bullets. 

“The chambered rounds, too,” Garrett said flatly. 

“A guy can‟t get away with anything around here,” 
Wilson muttered. He swiftly changed out the chambered 
rounds as well. He eyed his reloaded weapons one more time 
before slipping them back in their holsters. “It may be a bit 
more of a challenge, but I can still kill someone with rubber 
bullets. I‟m more than up for the challenge.” 

Garrett refused to dignify the comment with a response. 

The two agents edged slowly along the lip of the 
canyon, hoping for another glimpse of the man they were 
hunting.  

“There!” Garrett pointed. His enhanced senses easily 
picked out a moving figure as it leaped from one column of 
rock to another far across the canyon.  

“Too far to cap his butt from here,” Wilson squinted. 
“We‟ll have to get a little closer. Like Big Red. A stain of 
which is going to be the only thing left of him if he keeps 
pissing me off.” 

Garrett ignored his partner and trotted along the edge 
until he reached an outcropping of rock that put him in 
range of one of the freestanding columns. His jump was not 
one of fluidity or grace, but was made instead with 
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mechanical precision. He landed squarely on the column. 
Wilson followed after and came down in a roll that put him 
back on his feet, dusty. 

The two agents leaped from column to outcropping to 
column across the width of the convoluted network of 
canyons and gorges. They cut back and forth across the gaps, 
looking for shorter jumps to bridge the distance. The sun 
continued to set, and as the last light of the day began to fade 
from the sky, the pillars of rock cast long shadows across the 
gorge. Distance between the jagged ledges became ever more 
treacherous and difficult to gauge. Stone crumbled beneath 
their boots at each jump, and the long clattering fall of debris 
to the canyon floor below reminded them of the 
consequence of missing their footing.  

After each leap they stared at the retreating figure of 
Forge to gauge the direction of their next jump. They noted 
with frustration that they were drawing no nearer to their 
quarry. 

“How is he staying ahead of us?” Wilson asked. “It‟s 
like we‟re Wile E. Coyote and he‟s the Roadrunner.” 

Garrett stood still for a moment. His eyes squinted as 
he allowed his optical sensors to magnify the fading light and 
compensate for distance. He watched as Forge thrust oddly 
with one leg into a jump that carried him into a long high arc 
across a wide chasm. 

“He‟s using his cybernetic leg to power himself into 
longer jumps,” Garrett stated, his eyes still on the distant 
shape as it hopped one impossible distance after another. 

“You‟re the five billion dollar man. Can‟t you do the 
same thing? Beat Brer Rabbit over there at his own game?” 
Wilson squinted through the growing darkness at Forge‟s 
retreating shape. 

Garrett nodded. “I can.” He scowled at the gap 
between where he stood and the next column. 
“Unfortunately something seems to be interfering with my 
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visual receptors. Some kind of sonic emission that‟s playing 
havoc with my depth perception.” 

“So what? It‟s screwing up your vertical hold? Is that it?  
Is that even possible?” 

“It shouldn‟t be. You‟d have to know precisely the 
correct frequency.” Garret‟s eyes narrowed as he stared at 
Forge in the distance. 

“Back to the whole jumping thing, then. What‟s the 
verdict, bucko?” 

Garrett looked at Wilson over his shoulder “I‟d have to 
carry you since you wouldn‟t be able to keep up otherwise. 
At the speed we‟d have to move to catch Forge, the visual 
interference would make it very difficult to gauge distance 
accurately. You willing to risk a missed jump?” They both 
stared over the edge at the pitch-black floor of the canyon far 
below. 

“Right. So on to plan B.” Wilson stepped carefully back 
from the ledge. “Or more precisely, back to plan A. You still 
getting the signal from Cable‟s tracking device?” 

Garrett nodded. “Coming in strong, right over there.” 
He pointed at the horizon on the far side of the canyon from 
where they were currently situated. 

“Great. So we‟ve not only been wasting time hopping 
around like idiots, but we‟ve also gone way off course in the 
process. My fist is going to have a few words with Forge‟s 
face when we finally catch up to him.” 

“Forge won‟t ditch Cable.” Garrett began the slow 
process of carefully gauging the jumps back to the far side of 
the canyon. “We find one, we‟ll find the other.” 

* 

Cool night air drifted into the room from the open 
door. Wilson came in low with Garrett right behind him, rifle 
at the ready. A couple well-placed shots took down the 



 

   153 

meager security measures, and after a quick sweep of the 
circular bay, the two men converged on the stasis tube in the 
center. 

Garrett pushed a button on the control panel and with a 
hiss of escaping air the container‟s lid released. Wilson swore 
under his breath, and Garrett stared stone faced at what lay 
on the flat bed of the chamber. He reached out with one 
hand and picked up a metallic cylinder with a clear plastic 
center. Imbedded within the plastic was Cable‟s tracking 
device. 

Garrett swiveled with startling speed and yanked his 
assault rifle to bear on the figure that stepped out onto the 
second level gantry. The chamber erupted in echoing 
cacophony as both he and Wilson fired at the newcomer. 
Their rubber bullets ricocheted off the plexiglass wall that 
sealed the second floor walkway from the rest of the 
chamber. 

“Turn yourself in, Forge,” Garrett said, his voice flat. 
He kept the rifle aimed carefully at his quarry despite the 
realization that the rubber rounds were ineffective at 
breaching the plexiglass. 

Forge said nothing; instead, he pulled a slim tube from 
his belt. He slipped the cover off one end to reveal a red 
button. Garrett noted in passing that Forge‟s cybernetic hand 
had been replaced with a standard mechanical prosthetic. His 
leg, too. 

“Oh, please run, Forge.” Wilson cocked his pistols 
eagerly. “It‟s so much fun when they run. Make me chase 
you and maybe the boss man will believe that I was in 
imminent danger and had to shoot you in self-defense. That 
will explain the bullet hole in your forehead, at least. It may 
be more difficult to explain all the bullets in your chest, and 
all the broken bones, but that‟s a risk I‟m willing to take. 
Don‟t disappoint me, Forge.” 
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“Can‟t say it‟s good to see you both again, but I am glad 
you could make it.” Forge looked down at the two agents in 
the room below. “Cable‟s in bad shape and I need some help 
from Mr. Wilson to get him back on his feet. However, I 
don‟t really have any use for Mr. Garrett and I‟m afraid he‟ll 
just be in the way.” Forge held the tube steady in the metal 
prongs of his prosthetic hand. He moved his thumb towards 
the button on its end. 

“I‟m shielded from EM pulses,” Garrett said. 

Forge smiled. “Excellent thinking, Agent. However, 
unfortunately for you, by analyzing your schematics I was 
able to come up with an enhanced EM pulse which would 
bypass your shielding.” 

“That information is beyond your clearance level. Not 
even the techs who work on me get to see those plans,” 
Garrett growled. “You‟re bluffing.” 

Forge tapped a finger against his temple. “Had any 
vision problems lately? Would I have been able to 
synchronize that signal just right if I didn‟t know the exact 
details of how your optics work?” 

Garrett‟s eyes widened. 

Forge‟s thumb pressed the button on the tube in his 
mechanical hand. 

Electric blue light radiated in a blinding wave from the 
tracking device bomb cylinder Garrett had found on in the 
stasis chamber. For a fraction of a second, the cyborg could 
feel the electromagnetic wave searing through his circuitry, 
disrupting the power flow to his limbs and deadening the 
complex circuitry upon which he relied. His vision cut out to 
one white pixel on a field of black as he crashed to the floor, 
inert. 

Wilson peeked up from where he‟d dodged to the floor. 
He took note of Garrett‟s motionless form near the stasis 
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chamber, then he glanced up in time to see Forge disappear 
down a side corridor on the second floor. 

He once again swapped out the ammo in his pistols, 
replacing the non-lethal rounds with the hollow points he 
preferred. Moving over to Garrett, he lifted the assault rifle 
off the still form and searched Garrett for the clip of regular 
ammo Wilson knew he would be carrying. After switching 
out the ammo, he aimed the weapon at the glass wall 
surrounding the second floor gantry. The staccato noise of 
the firing assault rifle was deafening in the small chamber. 
The shattering of glass immediately followed. Wilson winced 
as he was bathed in cascading glass.  

He swiftly dumped the assault rifle. In one smooth 
action, Wilson jumped atop the stasis chamber and leaped 
for the edge of the now-accessible gantry. He swung up onto 
the second floor landing. A second later he was through the 
door after Forge. 

The agent crouched low as he entered the large 
warehouse on the far side of the passage.  Just ahead, a metal 
staircase led down to the cluttered floor where a path 
meandered through a vast array of buzzing machines, dusty 
crates and tanks of various gases. Two operating tables, both 
tilted up at a 45-degree angle, occupied the clearing in the 
center of the room. Only one was occupied. 

Wilson looked carefully at the charred body of Cable 
where it lay firmly strapped onto the first table. The left half 
of his body, the side replaced fully by cybernetics, seemed in 
good repair. It was the right side of his body that required 
several tubes and monitoring devices to maintain the charred 
flesh. Satisfied the cyborg was no threat, Wilson scanned 
across the rest of the cluttered space. 

There was a rustling movement and his pistols flared to 
life to find the source. The rounds ricocheted off various 
pieces of equipment, but he heard no telltale yells of pain. 
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“Thanks for neutralizing my partner back there,” 
Wilson called out as he eased slowly along the small elevated 
platform towards the stairs. His pistols‟ focus roamed across 
the main area as if possessed of their own primitive 
intelligence, dedicated to seeking out movement and 
answering it with force.  

“Probably not a wise idea on your part as he had this 
silly notion of bringing you back to Fury intact.” Wilson 
slunk down the stairs as he talked. “Me, I look forward to 
violating your body with high velocity rounds. Sure, Fury will 
be pissed, but enh. Permission and forgiveness and all that.” 

A thump of boots on concrete and a rustle of 
movement were greeted by another volley of bullets. The 
rounds collided with a wooden crate, sending splinters 
spinning through the air. Wilson smiled beneath his mask. 
He had narrowed down Forge‟s position, so he moved 
confidently towards his quarry. 

“Better stop shooting.” Forge‟s voice came from behind 
the stack of crates. “There are several tanks of rather 
combustible gases throughout this warehouse, and one stray 
bullet will blow both of us straight to the Maker.” 

Wilson paused in his pursuit, kept his pistols aimed 
carefully at Forge‟s hiding place. 

“Of course,” Forge continued, “you don‟t have to 
believe me. But can you afford not to?” 

The agent swore and slid his pistols back into their 
holsters. “Don‟t think this gets you off the hook, Forge.” 
Wilson began circling around his opponent‟s position. “My 
fists have a date with your face and they don‟t intent to be 
stood up.” 

Forge burst from his cover and ran for the tray of tools 
set out next to Cable‟s gurney. Wilson spared a moment to 
glance at where Forge was headed, and he noticed a pistol 
among the surgical implements on the counter. Wilson 
jumped atop the crates and hurled himself through the air at 
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Forge. His arms wrapped about the other man‟s legs as 
Forge reached out for the counter. As both men toppled to 
the floor, Forge‟s pronged mechanical hand collided with the 
lip of the table. Scalpels, wrenches and less identifiable tools 
clattered to the ground, along with the slim gun. 

Wilson yanked back on Forge‟s legs and managed to 
pull him just out of reach of the pistol‟s grip. There was a 
ripping noise as Forge‟s left leg came free in his grasp. 
Tossing the prosthetic aside, he clamped down on Forge‟s 
good leg. 

Forge clawed at the concrete floor with his pronged 
hand and stretched in vain for the pistol that lay mere inches 
from his fingertips. He could feel Wilson pulling him away 
and knew he was lost. 

He blinked in surprise as the pistol skidded to his hand. 
He twisted onto his back as Wilson hauled him closer; with a 
fierce squeeze on the trigger, he pumped the pistol‟s payload 
directly into Wilson‟s neck. 

The agent cried out and fell back. His he clapped his 
hand to his neck, and yanked out the feathered dart.  

“You‟re not going to live long to regret that, Forge,” 
Wilson seethed. He lurched towards the other man, who had 
begun to sit up. One fist knocked the dart gun away while 
the other fist smashed into Forge‟s jaw and knocked him 
back to the floor.  

“What kind of stupid name is „Forge‟ anyway?” Wilson 
rained blows down at his victim, who tried in vain to ward 
them off with his arms. The Native American wheezed in 
pain as the air was pummeled from his lungs.  

Wilson pulled himself off the other man and got to his 
feet. “Your real name is probably some stupid tribal Indian 
BS, like „Runs-With-Scissors‟ or „Fights-Like-Girl,‟ right?” 
His foot lashed out and bashed Forge‟s ribs; something 
snapped. 
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Wilson struck again and again, an unfamiliar sensation 
burning through his veins. He glowered down at the man he 
continued to beat mercilessly as he snarled in rage. Yes. Rage. 
That was it. He reveled in the berserk anger that fueled his 
violence. 

A shredding noise brought him to an abrupt halt. His 
eyes widened, and he cried out in pain as muscle writhed 
beneath the tatters of his skin. Flesh bulged and swelled, the 
tissue slithering in response to Wilson‟s adrenaline fueled 
assault. 

The agent collapsed to the floor in spasms of agony as 
the flesh began to swallow his form. 

“What—what have you done to me?” Wilson gurgled. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

Forge shuddered in pain as he eased himself onto his 
hand and knee. “The dart.” He winced as a cracked rib 
jabbed against a lung. “A chemical to incite rage. Rage 
induces the healing factor. You…” He pulled on Cable‟s 
gurney and managed to lurch to a standing position. “You 
must have the antidote or you‟ll be overwhelmed and die.” 

Wilson screamed. His scream pierced Forge‟s soul, but 
he steeled himself against it, forced himself to watch the 
other man as he convulsed across the floor. 

“Give—anti—dote—” Wilson spluttered. 

“Not until you make me a deal.”  Forge wobbled 
unsteadily as he crouched for the implements scattered 
across the concrete. His hand found the syringe he wanted 
and he silently offered thanks to the Maker that it was still in 
one piece. “Surrender and allow me to take the healing cells I 
need from you in order to restore Cable. In return, I will give 
you the antidote and restore you to your normal condition. If 
you do not resist or take any action against me, once I have 
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what I need I will release you back to the Project. Do we 
have a deal?” 

“Y—yess—” Wilson stammered. 

Forge slid the syringe into Wilson‟s wriggling flesh. A 
moment later the agent‟s convulsing eased off somewhat.  

“I‟ve slowed down the process,” Forge informed 
Wilson, “but if you don‟t receive the counter agent in the 
next two or three hours, you will still be killed by excess 
tissue growth. Stick to our bargain, and you‟ll get the 
injection in plenty of time. Do we understand each other?” 

Wilson nodded. At Forge‟s direction, he slowly pushed 
himself to his feet. The excess tissue continued to twist and 
expand beneath the twin layers of his natural skin and the 
artificial one provided by his suit. His motions were 
spasmodic and jerky as he clambered up onto the empty 
surgical table next to the one that held Cable. 

Forge latched restraints on Wilson‟s twitching limbs, 
and pulled over a second tray of surgical tools. He selected 
an implement, and set to work. “In case you‟d like to know 
what I‟m doing to you, I plan on using your healing factor to 
allow Cable‟s flesh side to rebuild itself.” 

With practiced ease, Forge elevated and tilted Wilson‟s 
platform. He slid needles connected to tubes into the agent‟s 
neck and limbs. “I know what you‟re thinking and you‟re 
wrong.” Forge talked as he worked. “This process won‟t 
have the same effect on Cable as the healing factor has on 
you. I am not trying to permanently imbue Cable with a 
healing factor of his own, I am merely using the 
overabundance of healing cells in your body to re-grow 
Cable‟s destroyed flesh.” 

Forge moved to check the machines hooked up to 
Cable, and he was startled to see a small gleam of light in his 
partner‟s cybernetic left eye. Forge looked down at the dart 
gun he‟d slipped into his belt, thought of how it had so 
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suddenly been in his grasp. He shook his head to clear his 
thoughts, and he focused on the task at hand. 

He continued to talk, using the sound of his own voice 
to ignore the throbbing pain in his chest and face. “The first 
thing your healing factor does is generate a large quantity of 
undifferentiated cells. These cells travel to locations that the 
body perceives to be damaged, and the new cells then 
differentiate into whatever kind of tissue is needed to repair 
the damage.”  

Forge glanced at Wilson, whose body continued to shift 
and twist of its own accord. “This process happens much 
faster for you than normal tissue growth would.”  

He winced as his broken rib continued to poke painfully 
at his lung. After a momentary pause, he continued his 
preparations. “I‟m basically siphoning off some of your 
excess cells. This machine,” he tapped the device which was 
now pulling fluid through the tubes attached to Wilson‟s 
body, “will virally encode the undifferentiated cells with 
Cable‟s gene sequences. They will then pass into the 
damaged portions of Cable‟s body.” Forge gestured at similar 
tubes attached to Cable‟s blackened flesh. “There they will 
differentiate and serve to regenerate the tissue Nathan has 
lost. I‟ll only siphon enough cells to complete the healing 
process, and in that way I‟ll avoid the excess production of 
tissue.”  

Forge returned to Wilson‟s side to verify everything was 
still connected properly. “Your part of this process should 
only take a couple hours. That should give me all the cells I 
need to repair the damage. Once that is done, I will 
administer the counteragent. In another twelve hours you 
should be free of me.” 

* 

Wilson moaned painfully as he pulled himself to a 
sitting position. Glancing around, he saw that the cot he‟d 
been left on to recuperate had been set up in an out-of-the-
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way storage room. In the opposite corner, he noted the inert 
bulk of Garrett‟s cybernetic body laid out on the floor. He 
eased himself slowly to his feet. His muscles continued to 
spasm occasionally, causing him to jerk and twist as he 
walked across the room to the door. 

“Give me a minute and I‟ll get that open.” 

Wilson turned and saw Garrett looking up at him from 
the floor. 

“Nice of you to join me, tin can.” Wilson moved over 
beside Garrett‟s immobile form. 

Garrett scowled silently for another moment as he 
worked to regain control of his functions. “The pulse fried 
my primary circuitry. Had to repair and reroute through 
backup systems.” He glanced up at the steel door. “I‟ll have 
control of my limbs in a moment, and I should be able to 
circumvent the security on that door.” 

“Wouldn‟t happen to have anything explosive on you 
by chance?” Wilson sat back down on his cot to wait. 

Garrett‟s eyebrows twitched. “All my supplies have 
been confiscated. Why?” 

“Oh, I thought I‟d leave Forge a going away present on 
our way out.” He glanced down at his partner. “Purely as a 
distraction, of course. Wouldn‟t dream of killing him. By the 
book, that‟s me. Yep.” 

Garrett‟s limbs began to flex slowly in their sockets. 
“Base of my neck. There‟s a small charge. Won‟t do much, 
though.” 

“Enough for what I need.” Wilson moved over to 
examine the back of Garrett‟s skull. “If Forge got a look at 
your schematics, wouldn‟t he have thought to remove it 
already?” 
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The cyborg‟s head moved slightly side to side. “It‟s not 
in the schematics. They put it in after the SI mission, after 
Stark rebuilt me. A precaution.” 

“Paranoid bastards,” Wilson muttered as he pried a 
small panel off the back of his partner‟s neck. “Yeah. That 
should do it.” His fingers reached into the tiny compartment 
and withdrew a small black circle. Wilson paused as he began 
to pull off the connecting wires. 

“This thing won‟t blow if I pull it out, will it?” he asked 
nervously. 

“No. It‟s not that complex. It‟s actually meant for me to 
use in the event I am captured by enemy forces.” 

“You think you can remote detonate this thing?” 
Wilson asked. Garrett nodded in response. 

Wilson yanked the cords from the charge and nodded 
approvingly as he examined his prize. “Yep, this should do 
nicely. Slap this puppy on those flammable tanks in the 
warehouse, and blammo! Instant fireball.” 

He glanced down at his partner, who began to lurch 
clumsily to his feet. “What say we get outta here? I think I 
saw a motor pool just outside the warehouse.” 

Garrett nodded and moved towards the door, flexing 
his stiff arms. 

* 

Forge winced as he pulled the support brace tight 
around his ribs. It wouldn‟t hold forever, but it was enough 
to prevent further damage to his internal organs from his 
broken rib. In addition to the brace, he‟d reattached his 
cybernetic limbs and applied first aid to his various bruises 
and contusions. He glanced in the small mirror that had been 
packed away in the large stash of medical supplies he‟d 
confiscated from the Project. Not his finest moment.  

Ka-chunk. 
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Forge frowned at the noise that thudded through the 
command center. He stashed the mirror with the medical 
supplies and moved to where Cable lay atop a reinforced 
stretcher. Checking the attached monitor, he reassured 
himself that all the man‟s vitals were in the green. “You 
doing okay, Nate?”  

Cable rolled his head to the side. Both eyes, cybernetic 
and flesh, looked at Forge. An oxygen mask was still taped 
across his nose and mouth, so rather than attempting to 
speak he simply nodded. Pink skin tensed as he winced, the 
new flesh still extremely tender. He then turned his head 
slightly to glance at the door to the command center. 

Forge turned to follow his gaze and frowned. Leaving 
his patient, he tugged on the door handle. The thick metal 
bulkhead was sealed tight. 

He moved swiftly to the security console across the 
room and swore. The row of monitors, which normally 
displayed images from security cameras throughout the base, 
instead flickered with static. 

Cable reached up and pulled the clear mask from his 
face. “What‟s happening?” His voice rasped from his dry 
throat. 

 “Our guests must be making a break for it.” Forge 
shook his head. “I should have killed them.” He sounded 
unconvinced. 

His fingers danced across the keyboard. As data spooled 
onto the main display, Forge‟s scowl deepened. “Curse that 
man,” Forge swore. “What did he do to my system? Getting 
past the door override is taking too long. I‟ll have to try the 
cameras instead.” 

Soon, the monitors began to stutter back to life. Forge 
stared intently at each monitor as it came online. His 
eyebrows rose as he caught movement in the last display. He 
watched as two shapes clambered into the hummer parked in 
the motor pool. 
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“Garrett‟s back online.” Forge talked as much to calm 
his own nerves as to keep his partner updated. “Didn‟t 
expect that. It does explain the door lock, though. He must 
have hacked in manually.”  

Forge‟s fingers continued their work on the keyboard. 
The camera panned with the vehicle as it pulled out of the 
motor pool, and picked up the parting obscene salute of the 
driver quite clearly.  

Forge snorted and shook his head.  

His chuckle abruptly died as he glanced at the next 
monitor over. Directing his attention to the view of the 
warehouse, he zoomed the camera towards the central 
support pillar. The gas cylinders from around the room had 
been gathered together around the base of the pillar. 
Attached to one cylinder was a small matte black disk with a 
blinking red light on its side. 

Forge couldn‟t hear the explosion through the thick 
concrete walls, but the entire complex shuddered and 
groaned as the central support column blasted apart. 

Alarms erupted to life as metal blast doors slammed 
into place throughout the base; it rocked on its foundation. 

The lights died, and Forge found himself sitting in 
darkness listening to the walls around him creak under the 
pressure. The dull glow of Cable‟s cybereye was the only 
illumination in the small chamber for several moments until 
finally the emergency lighting snapped on. 

 The facility gradually settled into silence. 

* 

 Wilson and Garrett watched the cloud of dust from the 
back of their stolen hummer.  From the opposite direction, 
several black specks were gradually growing larger as they 
approached their position. 
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“Well, they wanted us to mark our location, right?” 
Wilson glanced at his partner, who scowled back at him. 

“I don‟t think that‟s exactly what they had in mind.” 

The two watched the column of smoke for a few 
minutes in silence. 

“Fury is not going to be happy,” Garrett muttered. 

“You can tell him it was my idea.” Wilson smiled at his 
handiwork from beneath his mask. 

“It was your idea.” Garrett glared at him. 

“Oh yeah.” Wilson‟s smile faded. “You think they could 
have gotten away?” 

Garrett shook his head. “Not likely. The whole place 
went into lockdown. There‟s no way for them to get out on 
their own. They are stuck in there until our forces dig them 
out.” 

“There you have it. They‟re still alive and pinned down 
with nowhere to go,” Wilson said approvingly. “Mission 
accomplished, and a job well done.” 

Garrett turned to look at the other man. “Do you 
realize how long it‟s going to take to drill through all that 
rock? Do you have any idea what kind of publicity this will 
draw if it is discovered, how much money it will cost?” 

Another moment passed as the agents turned their 
attention back to the approaching helicopters. 

“Fury‟s gonna be pissed.” Wilson sighed. 

* 

 The twin beams of the emergency lamps cast more 
shadow than light into the cramped control room.  

Forge held a pen light in his mouth as he worked at 
rewiring the computer console. Finally, he crawled out from 
beneath the tangle of wires and smiled as the system finally 
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rebooted. With a tingle of static, the monitors gradually 
returned to life. 

Forge swore. 

 “Now what?” Cable croaked behind him. 

 “Total lockdown,” Forge replied. “This facility was 
designed to be a bomb shelter in the event of an attack, 
nuclear or otherwise. It immediately seals itself off if there is 
any threat to its integrity.” 

 “Any way out?” 

 Forge shook his head. “Not with the resources on hand. 
The installation is completely self sufficient, so it is able to 
entirely seal itself from the outside world. We‟d have to drill 
through multiple layers of steel and concrete to breach the 
exterior walls.” His metal fist clanged futilely against the 
sealed door to the command center. “It seems we can‟t even 
get out of this room.” 

Both men were silent for a moment, fully aware of the 
inevitability of the arrival of Project forces. 

“Weapons?” Cable broke the silence. 

Forge sighed. “Maybe, but they won‟t do us any good. 
Are you ready to fight the entire military might Extechops 
can bring to bear?” He shook his head. “The best we can do 
is hold them off for a while, but they‟ll take us down 
eventually.” 

A muffled crack and a swift breeze punctuated his 
statement. A whiff of acrid brimstone burned in his nose as 
black smoke hazed the beams of light from the emergency 
fixture. 

Forge immediately grabbed the pistol at his waist and 
whirled around in time to see the blue fuzzy man drop by 
Cable‟s gurney. 
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“I wouldn‟t, Herr Forge,” Trespasser smiled. “It looks 
like you‟re in a tight spot. You may just need my help after 
all.” 

Forge kept the gun leveled at the odd man. “I‟m 
listening.” 

“Even now Project forces are landing outside. Ground 
forces with the right equipment to peel this base‟s defenses 
like a tin can are sure to follow.” Trespasser‟s smile 
broadened. “Perhaps, given the circumstances, my arrival was 
fortuitous for both of us. The offer still stands. My 
employers would very much like to make use of your 
services.” 

Forge glared at the dark man for a moment. Finally, he 
thrust his pistol back in its holster. “If you can get us out of 
here, you have yourself a deal.” 

He was rewarded with another brilliant white smile. 
“Excellent.” Trespasser glanced down at Cable. “Can he 
walk?” 

“No,” Forge shook his head. 

“Yes,” Cable said simultaneously. 

Forge gritted his teeth as Cable slowly pushed himself 
to a sitting position on the gurney.  

The dark man glanced at a device strapped to his wrist. 
“I believe our ride has arrived. Shall we?” 

A moment later the small room was empty except for 
the thick stench of brimstone. 

* 

Forge watched from behind a low ridge. Cable lay 
stoically waiting as Forge‟s gaze swept the plateau beyond. 
Three sleek black helicopters bristling with weaponry had set 
down on the wide flat area, their crews clambering down the 
far side of the plateau. 
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The Native American watched as the cockpit of the 
nearest craft filled abruptly with black smoke. He squinted 
against the bright sunlight, but all he saw was a brief shuffle 
of movement through the glass. A moment later, the rotors 
began to slowly spin as the helicopter‟s engine hummed to 
life. 

“That‟s the sign.” Forge tapped Cable‟s metallic 
shoulder. “Let‟s move.” 

Cable‟s face tightened in a grimace as he pushed himself 
off the ground with his mechanical arm. He slowly got to his 
feet and lurched after Forge across the plateau towards the 
helicopter. The rotor blades blurred to full speed as they 
approached. The side door slid open before them, and inside 
they could see the blue man strapped into the cockpit. The 
two men clambered inside and slammed the bay door shut 
behind them. 

Dust whirled about the craft as it lifted off the plateau.  
Trespasser deftly maneuvered the craft in an arc so it faced 
the two remaining grounded choppers. With the push of a 
button, twin missiles launched from weapon pods to either 
side of the escaping gunship. Crewmen on the ground below 
leaped away from the two remaining helicopters as the 
missiles detonated, igniting the stores of ammunition piled 
aboard the two craft. 

Satisfied that the only chance of pursuit had been 
reduced to flaming wreckage, Trespasser turned the chopper 
and gunned the vehicle towards the horizon. 

“You sure you know how to fly this thing?” Forge 
shouted above the roar of the engine. 

Trespasser grinned. “Do not worry. I have had much 
practice in stealing Project helicopters.” 

Forge nodded, then sat back and tried not to think 
about what he‟d just gotten himself into. 
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Patriots and Thieves 
 

April 15, 2002 

 “I hate flyin,” the short hairy man muttered as he stared 
through the small porthole at the clouds far below. 
“Leastaways in this flyin can I can smoke.” He tugged out a 
cigar, bit off the end, and fished his lighter out of his pocket. 
“You ever been to Russia, Stark?” he asked around the 
bobbling cigar as he cupped his hand over the flame and lit 
up. 

 “A few times,” the man in the complicated metal chair 
shrugged. “Business.” He tapped a few buttons and checked 
the readings on the screen he faced. 

 “How‟s the diagnostic?” Logan asked. 

 “Good as can be expected,” Stark said. His normally 
slick hair was dull, his face lined with weariness and pain. He 
seemed older than his years, and his shoulders were not as 
straight as they had been. 

 The door at the front of the compartment opened; a 
slender and attractive woman stepped in. “Well, gentlemen, 
we have two hours before we touch down. Let‟s go over it 
again, then I promise to leave you alone.” 

 “Go on,” Stark said, his voice odd as he adjusted a 
setting. His eyes were a bit glazed. 

 She looked at him for a long moment. “Right,” she said, 
shaking her head to clear it. “Okay. We‟re headed to Kirov, 
where you purchased the nuclear power plant formerly 
owned by the state but now available for privatization. We 
should land about two in the afternoon local time. Your 
emissary, Tam Lawson, has arranged for a meeting where 
you can get acquainted with the sellers and sign some 
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paperwork. We plan to meet them at four, then have dinner, 
socialize, and sleep it off in the hotel. Next morning you take 
a tour of the facility at eight, and we‟re airborne headed 
home departing at noon.” She sighed and tugged her glasses 
off. “And I wish you‟d land this bird, refuel, and head home 
right now.” 

 “You already briefed us on the danger, I am aware and I 
have taken precautions,” Stark said. 

 “I am still concerned, and about more than the threat of 
the mob.” Her eyes settled on him directly. 

 He met her eyes, more alert. “Thank you,” he said. She 
was dismissed. She gritted her teeth for just a moment, then 
nodded to him and returned to the cockpit. 

 “Be right back,” Logan muttered, and he followed her. 

 Stark sighed, looked at the screens, and tweaked a few 
more settings. 

* 

 Logan made sure the door was shut. “Don‟t let him get 
to you, he‟s just crazy and maybe a little suicidal,” Logan said 
with his best grin. 

 “Who says he‟s getting to me?” Potts snapped. 

 “Have it yer way,” Logan shrugged. 

 She sighed. “He won‟t hear any more of the threat, so 
you‟ve got to listen.” 

 “I‟m all ears,” he said, settling down on the bench seat 
behind the pilot. She sat next to him, very close, her eyes 
earnest. 

 “Wilson Fisk, of Fisk Enterprises, was behind some 
local guerrillas that attacked and bombed a plant in Brazil. I 
also have reason to believe he‟s behind the class action suit in 
Canada, and if our reports hold true to form he‟s working 
something malicious out in the Congo, where we have a 
significant coal operation. Fisk is trying to move in on Stark 
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International, and I am worried about Russia. With the 
number of gun slinging mobsters in Russia after the fall of 
Communism, it would be easy for Fisk to arrange for an 
attack that couldn‟t be traced back to him. Why won‟t Stark 
listen to me? If Fisk is going to take a shot at him, there‟s no 
better place than Kirov.” 

 Logan patted her hand awkwardly. “Don‟t worry about 
it any more,” he said. “Stark didn‟t bring me along for my 
acute business sense. I‟ll take care of him.” 

 “Yeah?” she shot back. “Who will take care of you?” 

 “Stark,” Logan said, his tone final. “He has so far. Don‟t 
worry. It‟s beyond worry now anyway. Trust me to take care 
of him. For better or for worse, we‟ll get through this.” 

 “Good luck, hotshot,” she said, her tone subdued. 

 He grinned as he rose to his feet. “I‟m all about luck.” 
He winked at her, and headed back into Stark‟s 
compartment. 

 “So whaddya know?” Logan said, walking up to Stark‟s 
array. 

 “So far so good,” Stark said in a strained voice. “This 
girdle accomplishes same thing traction does. If all goes well, 
I‟ll heal this broken spine with just minor nerve damage.” 

 Logan looked at the blinking screens with their readouts 
and their outpouring of data. “I can‟t make any sense of all 
that,” he said, gesturing, “but wouldn‟t you be better off 
taking six months off to heal up right?” 

 “Logan?” Stark said. 

 “Yeah boss.” 

 “Didn‟t ask for your opinion. Don‟t care for it,” he said 
lightly. “Please sit down and shut up.” 

 Logan squinted at him. “Not sure why I bother talking 
to you,” he said, and he sat down and took a deep drag on 
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his cigar. He just couldn‟t let it go. “You want to die, Stark?” 
he asked. “That what this is all about?” 

 Stark tapped a command into his keyboard, then turned 
the chair. “Maybe you weren‟t listening.” 

 “You gonna fire me?” Logan said with a lopsided grin. 
“Sure as hell can‟t kick my ass. Why didn‟t you bring the 
armor, Stark? You know this is gonna get dicey.” 

 “You forget yourself. As my employee—” 

 “No no no,” Logan said with a gesture. “You aint pullin 
rank on me. You hired me to help you, and I mean to. But 
I‟m not gonna sit still while you spank me with your ego. 
Now I asked you a question. You want to die?” 

 Stark stared at him for a long moment. “I was hasty to 
hire you,” he said finally. “I see that now. And to answer 
your forward and inappropriate question, I honestly don‟t 
know. We are going to Kirov,” he said, turning his chair back 
around, “to let Fate do what Fate does whether we like it or 
not.” 

 Logan had more to say, but he bit it back and chewed 
his cigar instead. 

* 

  “Cripes,” Logan muttered. “Wind‟s still got teeth in 
April.” 

 Stark, Logan, and Potts headed across the thin crust of 
snow on the airfield towards the small knot of men in dark 
coats that waited for them by the fence. 

 “Did they give you trouble at customs?” asked a thin 
man with large spectacles and a tight mouth. 

 “No,” Stark smiled, smooth as silk. “A glance at our 
bags was sufficient. Did you expect trouble?” 

 The thin man hesitated, then tried to smile. “No, no, of 
course not. Welcome to Kirov, Mr. Stark.” 
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 “Thank you, Mr. Lawson,” Stark said. “Let‟s get out of 
this wind.” 

 “Of course,” Mr. Lawson nodded. “I‟ve been here long 
enough to forget how shocking it is. What, springtime in the 
States?” 

 “Yes,” Stark said shortly. They split up, piling into three 
cars. The caravan wound its way through the cramped streets 
toward the grim face of the hotel. 

 Lawson turned from where he sat in the front seat, and 
he smiled at Logan and Stark. “We‟ll go ahead and check you 
in, get your luggage arranged, then we‟ll go to the restaurant. 
Okay?” 

 “Fine,” Stark said, his eyes unfocused. Logan‟s 
expression darkened, and he looked out at the run-down city. 
“They got real small cars here,” he muttered to himself. 
Lawson suppressed a smile. 

 A short time later they pulled up in front of a restaurant 
and piled out. They were immediately seated. The air was 
hazy with smoke, and voices were low and hushed through 
the restaurant. 

 “Nice eatery,” Logan said, looking around. He spotted 
another well-dressed group entering the restaurant. 

 “Ah, Mr. Krymanski,” Lawson said, moving to greet the 
newcomers. “Glad you could make it.” 

 “Yes, we speak English tonight,” the thin man said. He 
peered at the Americans from under bushy eyebrows. A 
nasty scar marked the side of his face. He sat at the table, and 
his people sat as well. Fourteen were now gathered at the 
long table. 

 “You understand, Mister Stark, that privatization is a 
new idea for us even after all these years,” the tall man said in 
his slow, heavily marked speech. He seemed to taste the 
words, roll them in his mouth before reluctantly releasing 
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them. “The idea of turning a source of State power over to 
an American company is unsettling.” 

 Stark smiled. “My company is not American, Mr. 
Krymanski,” he said. “It‟s international. I don‟t let patriotism 
get in the way of good business.” 

 “Mm, those are reassuring words,” Mr. Krymanski said. 
“We‟ll see how it plays out. What caught your interest in the 
Kirov plant?” 

 “Public service,” Stark shrugged. “Your plant was due 
for an overhaul five years ago, and you‟re red-lining safety 
limits in multiple areas. You can‟t afford to repair it, and the 
people shouldn‟t have to go without power. If the plant 
melts down, well,” he said, his smile dangerously wide, “the 
world can‟t afford another Chernobyl.” 

 “And, of course, profit,” Krymanski said, his eyes 
gleaming. 

 “I don‟t see the necessity of dividing the two motives,” 
Stark replied, meeting his gaze. “If it‟s good for you and it‟s 
good for me, then why bicker over the details?” 

 “I wish you the best of luck,” Krymanski said. “The very 
best.” 

 They got down to brass tacks. 

* 

 “Nasty cold broccoli soup,” Logan grumbled. “That 
coffee had motor oil in it, I swear. Those stupid itty bitty 
cups they serve it in—“ 

 Stark sighed. “Logan? At least until we get back to the 
hotel?” 

 Logan lapsed into silence and watched the streets roll by 
outside the window. 

 Stark breathed deep and ran his hands through his 
shimmering hair. “Back to the hotel, then tomorrow tour the 
facility, then back to the States. So far so good.” 
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 Logan played with his lighter. 

 A few minutes later, they rolled down a ramp to the 
hotel‟s parking garage. Logan‟s eyes narrowed. 

 Stark gasped as Logan‟s hard hand snatched his coat and 
tugged him; Logan was tumbling out of the car! Stark 
breathed out as he hit the pavement and rolled— 

 tunk Hwissss 

 The car suddenly lit up, an explosion tearing it to pieces 
and scattering flame and shrapnel over Logan as he dove to 
cover Stark. The shock wave shoved him over, still gripping 
Stark, and Logan rolled to his feet. In his grip, Stark was 
amazed at the small man‟s raw strength as Logan slung him 
up and around behind a pillar. 

 “Light anti-tank weapon,” Logan muttered to Stark. 
“How exceedin unkind. Stay put.” He bounded into the 
shadows, leaving Stark behind the pillar. Stark looked around 
his cover to see the flaming wreckage of the car; he had 
never learned the driver‟s name. For a moment, he was 
grateful that Potts and Lawson were wrapping up the details 
with Krymanski, and not burning corpses in the destroyed 
car. 

 Stark heard a clatter as the empty missile tube was 
tossed aside. Someone was coming from the bottom of the 
ramp, from the lower level. His would-be assassin. 
Tremendous time for Logan to leave. He moved around the 
pillar to face the incoming attacker. 

 The man walking towards him was over six feet tall, 
built like a weight lifter under his parka and snow pants. A 
ski mask hid his features. In his hands he held an AK-47. He 
chambered a round with a single slick movement and 
brought the weapon to bear while striding towards Stark. 

 Stark spun back around the pillar as the assault rifle 
opened up, chopping chunks of aged concrete off and 
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snapping against rebar, chipping Stark‟s cover away as the 
shooter inexorably approached. 

 Snikt. 

 The rifle abruptly stopped with a screech of violated 
metal as it was sheared in two. Stark stepped around the 
other side of the pillar to watch. 

 Logan‟s claws slid back up into his arms. “Look, Ruskie, 
I don‟t want to kill you. Who do you work for?” 

 The big man lunged at him, but Logan twirled out of the 
way and smashed a punch into the side of his head. The man 
clanged against the wall and shoved away from it. Logan 
shook his fist. 

 “Oh, we got body armor. Neat,” he said, grinning. “Let‟s 
dance.” His razor-sharp claws distended. 

 The big man hopped to the side and lashed out, but 
Logan ducked and angled his claws to catch his attacker‟s 
wrist and forearm. The large man grunted, a peculiar 
metallicized sound, and jerked away. The parka hung from 
that arm in shreds, and Logan narrowed his eyes. 

 “Hey,” he said. 

 The huge man‟s backhand caught him in that distracted 
moment; with a loud clang, the metallic hand caught Logan‟s 
metallic skull and flung him back, sailing through the air with 
the trajectory of a missile. Logan smacked into the concrete 
wall, crushing a crater in it but rebounding with the force of 
the blow. He thudded to the ground in a shower of concrete 
chunks, unable to gasp, deeply disoriented. 

 “Flamin… robot…” he gasped, blood freely flowing 
from his face. 

 His attacker slowly turned to face Stark, who looked him 
over fearlessly. Their eyes met. 
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 “You don‟t want to kill me,” Stark said confidently, 
quietly, almost hypnotically. “If you did you would have by 
now.” 

 For a moment, there was uncertainty in the posture of 
his attacker. Stark smiled and closed in. 

 “We all have problems, friend. Maybe I can help you 
with yours.” He fished out a cigarette and took his eyes from 
his assailant to light it. His hands did not shake. He squinted 
at the motionless Russian. “You‟re no robot. What‟s your 
name?” 

 Logan managed to regain his feet, and he walked a 
weaving path back towards his employer. 

 “Come on,” Stark said, soothing. “Let‟s go to my room 
and talk about this.” 

 “I… have failed,” the huge man said, his voice an 
echoing metallic whisper. 

 “Not yet,” Stark disagreed. “You could still kill me. Let‟s 
go talk this through.” 

 “What?” Logan winced. “You gonna parlay voo after he 
plays handball with my skull? Stark, I got this.” He squared 
off. 

 “Stand down, Logan,” Stark said. “I want to hear what 
our friend here has to say.” 

 Logan stared at him, speechless, then at the towering 
assailant who stood unmoving before Stark. He shrugged. 
“Yer the boss,” he muttered. 

 The three of them moved towards the elevator. 

* 

 In a flurry of activity, Logan locked the doors, shuttered 
the windows, and placed the scrambler on the table. He 
turned the scrambler on to fry any electronic listening 
devices or cameras. Stark seated himself in one of the 
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comfortable chairs, Logan stood beside him, and the hulking 
attacker sat on the couch. 

 “This is… most confusing,” the big Russian said, his 
strange voice echoing itself slightly. He slowly pulled the ski 
mask off and looked at them, taking in their reaction. 

 Logan gasped, his eyes wide; Stark just nodded. “Tell us 
your story,” he said. 

 The young man sighed, a metallic whistle, and looked at 
the floor. His face was a perfectly lifelike steel mask, as 
mobile as flesh, and his hair seemed to be a solid mass of 
black steel. He did not blink, and his eyes had no pupils or 
irises; the young man appeared to be made of steel. 

 “It no longer matters,” he said, “even now it is too late 
for any of us to escape. What is the danger, then, of me 
revealing myself to you? My name is Piotr Nikolaevitch 
Rasputin. I came here to kill you to protect my country.” 

 “Melodramatic cuss, aint he,” Logan muttered. “What 
kinda armor is that?” 

 “It is my flesh, disrespectful oaf,” Rasputin said. 

 “Former KGB?” asked Stark. 

 “Yes,” Rasputin said, bowing his head. “Yes. Formerly.” 

 “So you are forced to do this deed because you‟re 
infected with Tymaz Nine, right?” Stark smiled. 

 Speechless, the man of steel stared at Stark, his mouth 
hanging open. Logan noted his teeth and tongue were steel 
too. 

 “How… What…” 

 “What if I told you I had the countermeasure for Tymaz 
Nine?” Stark said. 

 “Do you have it… here?” Rasputin asked. “Where you 
could reach it in less than thirteen hours?” 
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 “I don‟t make it a practice to carry any with me,” Stark 
said slowly. He looked at his bodyguard. “Logan?” 

 Logan stood with his mouth shut in a firm line, his arms 
crossed over his chest, not saying a word. 

 “Logan?” 

 “Maybe I got some, maybe I don‟t. I got some luggage 
on the plane. If I got some, it‟s there.” He looked away. 
“You can fly home in thirteen hours and get yer own.” 

 “But we cannot leave yet,” Rasputin said earnestly. “It is 
not possible. Disaster looms, and of all the world perhaps 
only we three have the power to try to stop it.” 

 “Can‟t take much more a this,” Logan gritted out. 

 “Why the thirteen hour deadline?” Stark asked. 

 “After thirteen hours I will no longer be able to hold my 
metallic form,” Rasputin said. “I will become flesh once 
again, and when that happens, Tymaz Nine will grip my 
lungs and my heart, and squeeze the life from me. This was 
my chance to redeem myself.” 

 “Whose idea was it to kill me?” Stark asked absently. 

 Rasputin hesitated. “Mine,” he said. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 “Really?” Stark blinked, raising his eyebrow as a smile 
threatened. 

 “Yes,” Rasputin nodded. “My employer agreed with me 
that killing you would send the message we need to send 
without harming the motherland. However, should I fail… 
He will continue on with the original plan. To demonstrate 
to the West that they are not welcome here. To show 
America that it is too dangerous for them to interfere. To 
block our country from all those who would take advantage 
of Russia‟s temporary weakness.” 
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 “Spit it out already,” Logan growled. “What‟s the 
original plan?” 

 Rasputin stared at him. It was unsettling; Logan knew 
Rasputin was looking him in the eye, but the Russian‟s eye 
had no pupil, no iris; it was smooth as steel. 

 “The original plan,” he said slowly, “was to turn your 
new power plant into a bomb.” 

 There was a moment of silence. 

 “When?” Stark asked. 

 “Tomorrow during the morning shift sometime,” 
Rasputin replied. “They may move up the timeline, for by 
now they know I have failed.” His voice quivered. 

 “Criminitly,” Logan muttered. “At least you picked the 
right people to fail on. We can stop this plot. We have to. 
You in?” 

 “Of course, comrade,” Rasputin said earnestly. “I must 
atone for my part in this evil. The lives of thousands of 
innocents are at stake!” 

 “We gotta stop this, right Stark?” 

 Stark looked up at him, distracted. “Hm? Yes, of course 
we do, Logan. How far is the plant from here?” 

 “About ten klicks,” the Russian said. “An easy jog.” 

 “We‟ll be taking a car,” Stark murmured. “Who are we 
up against?” 

 “That is another story.” Rasputin took a long, whistling, 
metallic breath. “The one who leads them, who can give me 
the countermeasure for my… condition… his name is 
Dimitri Bukharin. He is a bad man. When he was in the 
KGB, he used the power of the State to further his own 
ends. Now that the state is weak, he is using his power over 
those too weak to protect themselves. He has built himself a 
small army, funded by the misery of the masses. He is scum, 
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comrades, and dangerous. He will lead a small army to 
destroy this plant by whatever means necessary.” 

 “What was their original timeline?” Stark asked. 

 Rasputin looked him square in the eye. “Dawn.” 

 Stark glanced at his watch. “Okay. You‟re the native, 
how much time does that give us?” 

 “About seven hours,” Rasputin said. 

 “Right,” Stark nodded. “Rasputin, get out there and 
round us up some plainclothes; I think we‟ll be conspicuous 
wearing this.” 

 “I think you‟ll be conspicuous wearing almost anything,” 
Rasputin said doubtfully. 

 “Then your task is difficult but rewarding. We don‟t 
have a lot of time.” The Russian nodded, stood, and headed 
for the door. He glanced both ways before strolling into the 
hallway, hood on his parka up, steel glinting under the fringe. 

 “Wanted to ditch him so I could follow him to his 
contacts, right?” Logan said with a grin. 

 “Not at all,” Stark replied. “Get back to the plane. If you 
have some Tymaz Nine countermeasure, get it.  If not, we‟ll 
just have to wrap this up and get back to the States as fast as 
we can.” 

 “You trust the Ruskie?” Logan asked, squinting at Stark. 

 “I don‟t think it matters if we trust him or not,” Stark 
said. “This will play out the way it was meant to. The only 
thing we can do is try to stop that plant from going up.” 

 “Can‟t let you go, Stark,” Logan said, shaking his head. 
“Without your armor, you‟d be in unacceptable danger. Fer 
cryin out loud, it‟s gonna be three against a small army out 
there, and all it takes is one ricochet and you‟re Stark Soup.” 

 “Listen,” Stark said through his teeth. “I‟m tired of your 
constant bickering. I am in control here. This is my plant 
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they‟re trying to blow up, Logan. While I‟m here to say 
something about it, those filthy thugs are not going to turn 
my property into a weapon. You got that? You hear that 
through your metal skull? Now go to the airplane and get the 
drug.” His eyes were cold. 

 “What about Potts and Lawson and your people?” 

 “Lawson‟s on his own; he‟s lived this long,” Stark said. 
“Potts, though. I‟ll check on her while you‟re at the plane.” 

 Logan stared at him for a few seconds. “I hope,” he said 
slowly, “you enjoyed me workin for you. It seems I was too 
hasty when I signed on.” 

 “You still here?” Stark asked in a soft, lethal voice. 

 Logan left. 

* 

 Stark was sitting in the darkened room when Rasputin 
nudged the door open and peered inside. Stark snapped on 
the desk lamp next to his chair. “Come in,” he said. “Shut 
the door.” 

 Rasputin walked in, tossing the armload of coveralls and 
boots on the bed. “I found what I could. I hope this will 
work.” 

 “You do realize Logan believes you will betray us when 
it comes down to it,” Stark said. 

 Rasputin froze. “What do you think?” 

 Stark shrugged. “Whether you know it or not, this 
Bukharin fellow probably intended to get you close to us all 
along. You‟re an archetype playing true to form, and that‟s 
too easy to be real.” 

 “What do you plan to do?” Rasputin asked, squaring off 
with him. 

 Stark sighed. “I need your help, Rasputin. Logan‟s good, 
but I think this is beyond him. No matter where your 
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loyalties lie, I don‟t believe you‟d be willing to nuke and 
irradiate a large section of Russia to prop up a madman.” 

 Logan scowled through the peephole. He could waltz 
into that plant, nail the mobsters, and waltz out. This was 
definitely his speed. Stark just didn‟t know what he had going 
for him. Logan glanced over at the unconscious man 
slumped on the desk, then returned his eye to the peephole. 
He was looking out of the bottom of the picture frame 
through a peephole that anyone without hyper senses would 
have missed. Logan glanced at his watch to see where he was 
in his fictional trip to the airplane. Hmph. On his way back. 
He returned his attention to the hole. 

 “No,” Rasputin said slowly. “No, I wouldn‟t detonate 
the nuclear plant. No matter the cost.” He gestured 
helplessly. “Men like Bukharin… they frustrate me. He could 
be great. He could be an advocate for the people, to do so 
much good. But instead, he commands his army and crushes 
his enemies and ruins the lives of the poor who are just 
struggling to survive, to feed their families. What could make 
a man do that?” 

 “Greed,” Stark said simply. “What did you do for the 
KGB?” 

 Rasputin straightened. “I was a bodyguard,” he said 
stiffly. “I stood by important personages of the state, and if 
someone tried to assassinate them I shielded them with my 
body.” 

 “You‟re a long way from home,” Stark said. “So to 
speak.” 

 “My home… I have no home. Not anymore. Just a 
country,” Rasputin said slowly, a tremendous sorrow behind 
his voice. He turned away. 

 Logan rolled his eyes, then stepped out the secret door 
into the back of the closet in the suite next door, then to the 
hall and around the corner to the door. He opened it and 
stepped in. 
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 “Did you find the countermeasure?” Stark asked. 

 “Nope,” Logan said. “Forgot to bring it.” 

 Stark was silent a moment. “Not like you, Logan,” he 
said. 

 “Maybe you don‟t know me as well as you think you 
do,” Logan retorted, his voice tight. “How is Potts?” 

 “Fine,” Stark gestured. “Lawson heard about the attack 
and took her to a safehouse they‟ve built here as per standard 
operating procedures with Stark International. They should 
be fine.” 

 “How do you know Lawson heard about the attack? Did 
you talk to him on the phone?” 

 “I checked with the restaurant,” Stark said coolly. “They 
said that Lawson and Potts left together about half an hour 
after the attack.” 

 “Somebody spoke English?” Logan pressed. 

 Stark narrowed his eyes. “Don‟t grill me, Logan. I said 
it‟s fine. It‟s fine. We have other concerns.” 

 “I managed to get us a car,” Rasputin said. “You two 
can drive close to the plant, leave the car and approach on 
foot.” 

 “And you?” Logan asked. 

 “I will jog the distance; it is a faster way to go and I do 
not tire.” 

 “Not a chance, bright eyes,” Logan said, shaking his 
head. “You‟re with us.” 

 Rasputin looked at Stark, who nodded. “We stick 
together,” Stark said. “Otherwise this gets tactically 
complicated. Let‟s get moving.” He stood, facing the other 
two. 

 “Yer gonna need a gun,” Logan said. 
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 “No,” Stark replied. “I don‟t intend to kill anyone. I‟m 
going to take care of the bomb. I have extensive knowledge 
of detonation devices, electronics, and traps. Unless one of 
you is similarly qualified?” 

 A moment of silence. 

 “Let‟s get moving,” Stark said. 

* 

 The truck rumbled along the empty road as the first 
hints of dawn colored the dark skyline to the east. 

 Logan shifted gears. “Didja notice bright eyes got us a 
different vehicle when he had to come?” he muttered. 

 “Sure did, Logan,” Stark murmured, looking out the 
window. “Do you think Rasputin would have fit in that sub-
compact? Logan, you need to get past your suspicions.” 

 “Hey, one of us should be suspicious,” Logan snapped, 
and his mouth shut. 

 “There,” Stark said, pointing at the dim lights some 
distance away. “That‟s the plant.” 

 Logan drove the truck off the side of the road and 
parked it in some brush. It was conspicuous, but not the first 
abandoned vehicle on this stretch. He hopped out as 
Rasputin hit the ground with a thud. 

 Stark yawned, a jawcracker. 

 “You gonna be okay?” Logan asked as he walked 
around the front of the truck. 

 Stark waved him away and popped pills into his mouth. 
He swallowed. “Jet lag,” he muttered. “Been going nonstop 
for over twelve hours now since touchdown.” 

 “So what‟s the plan, chief?” Logan asked, his eyes hard. 

 “Simple is best,” Stark replied. “Rasputin, go in and get 
their attention, try to single-handedly stop this. Meanwhile, 
Logan and I will infiltrate and get to the bomb. If this 
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Bukharin fellow has any brains, he‟ll set explosives by the 
reactor core, to keep the graphite cooling rods from entering 
the reaction chamber so it melts down. He could either 
sabotage the controls or blow the room up. So I‟ll head 
there. Draw their fire, Rasputin.” 

 “That I am qualified to do,” Rasputin agreed. They 
headed for the facility, still almost two klicks away. They did 
not speak as they trudged through the cold pre-dawn, they 
simply endured. Finally they could see the fence and the 
buildings in greater detail. 

 Stark and Logan moved around to the side, headed for 
the coolant towers. Rasputin knelt and waited, giving them a 
head start. 

 Logan looked over his shoulder at the kneeling giant, 
narrowed his eyes, and hoped Rasputin was just giving them a 
head start. 

* 

 Rasputin peered through the fence. Perimeter guards at 
ten meters, armed with assault rifles. Such puny weapons 
could not harm him. Snipers in the towers; those bullets 
could sting, but he would survive their hits. Bazookas, one 
on either side of the road approach. Sensible. There, on the 
walkway— 

 His eyes narrowed. Bukharin was supervising personally. 
And he expected trouble. 

 On the walkway, a man in brilliant red armor stood with 
his fists on his hips. He wore prototype armor developed in 
the darkest years before the fall, armor technology developed 
in case the Cold War heated up. With a rush of adrenaline, 
Rasputin realized the armor was staring at him too. 

 The armor leaped from the walkway and fired a 
backpack jet, guided by boot jets, that carried him over 
Rasputin.  
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 “Hello,” came the mocking voice in Russian. “Seems 
you‟ve failed, Little Brother. Have you come to stop the 
plan?” 

 Rasputin tucked his head down and sprinted for the 
fence, followed by haunting laughter. Bullets rang off 
Rasputin‟s armor flesh as he charged into and through the 
fence; these men were worse than animals. He did not spare 
them. 

 He slapped one, killing him instantly, and he tore a fence 
pole up and hurled it through the sniper in the tower. 
Tearing loose a section of fence, he swung it like a net; it did 
not slow down much as it lashed across the row of soldiers 
shooting from beneath the walkway. They spun away, most 
of them no longer able to scream. 

 He nimbly ran to the side, launched off a tower support, 
and crashed with his body into the emplacement of one of 
the bazooka gunners; the concrete alcove collapsed with a 
disturbing crunch. Tearing loose a chunk of concrete, he 
threw it through the slit in the other alcove, nailing the other 
bazooka gunner with a single hit. The other soldiers pulled 
back. 

 Rasputin faced the armor. 

 A mechanical filtered chuckle drifted from the armor as 
it hovered on medium burn, ten meters above the ground. 
“And here I thought you were a patriot,” the armor said. 

 “Speak not to me of patriotism, butcher!” bellowed the 
steel man as he dug in and ripped loose a slab of concrete. 

 A compact minigun snapped out of a compartment on 
the armor‟s forearm, and caseless explosive rounds tore into 
Rasputin; he staggered, and shifted the slab to cover him 
from the withering hail of fire; the slab cracked, then 
shattered as he sprinted away. 

 Bukharin laughed, and burned through the air after him. 

* 
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 The soldier raced down the stairs, speaking excitedly in 
Russian. Stark and Logan exchanged a glance, and Logan 
shrugged. 

 “Wait here,” he whispered. “You sure this is the coolant 
control?” 

 Stark nodded. Logan stole around the corner, moving 
low and silent. Stark listened. The soldiers were having a 
heated discussion; an argument about what to do next. 

 It abruptly stopped. Low voices, full of suspicion. Then 
the door opened, and a spine-chilling growl rolled through, 
and there were sounds of combat; a few guns fired wildly, 
Stark heard the meaty smack of fist into flesh, and in five 
seconds the fight was over. He peeked around the corner, 
looking into the dark room. 

 Logan snapped the light on. “They don‟t do so good in 
the dark,” he said. 

 Stark saw thick red blood oozing off his fist. He raised 
his eyebrow. 

 “Fittin reward for the one who kindly showed me where 
the bomb trigger is,” Logan said, expressionless. He held up 
a box that looked like it belonged to a remote control car. 
“Git in here so we can shut the damned door.” 

 Stark walked in and saw four soldiers sprawled in 
various positions. Two were bleeding; one was on the floor 
on the other side of the room, nearly sheared in half. His 
blood had sprayed over a device about a meter on each side; 
a pile of C4 with a detonator that was steadily clicking away. 

 “Do your thing,” Logan said, nodding at it. 

 They faintly heard the scream of a minigun outside. 

 “Logan,” Stark said slowly, “maybe you better check on 
Rasputin.” 

 “I‟m on it,” Logan said. “You got enough firepower 
around here to knock down lotsa Commies, Stark.” He 
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kicked an assault rifle across the floor, watching it slide to a 
stop by Stark‟s foot. “Don‟t get shot.” He turned, passed 
through the door, and silently vanished down the hall. 

 Stark closed and locked the door, picking up an assault 
rifle on his way back to the bomb. He squatted down, looked 
it over, pulled out a kerchief and smeared some blood off. 
He recognized the detonator type. 

 The bisected Russian had a tool kit by his body. Stark 
snapped the kit open. Time to get to work. 

 Hardly breathing, Stark teased the housing off. There, 
the timer. Five minutes forty seconds. 

 It was timed to blow with the soldiers still on site. 

 Stark‟s smile was grim. No wonder the counter wasn‟t 
visible from the outside. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 Rasputin lay with his back to the wall, his vast chest 
heaving as he gasped for breath. He glanced down at the 
shining puckers in his steel hide where the bullets slammed 
him, and he wondered if he would live long enough to see 
those transformed into shallow cuts on his flesh. 

 The crimson armor that pursued him shut down one 
minigun, retracting it. Bukharin blasted around to hover near 
Rasputin once again, a mere ten meters away. Crossing its 
arms over its chest, the armor looked very satisfied. 

 “I will beat you, Bukharin,” Rasputin shouted hoarsely, 
the metallic tang in his voice resonating. 

 “Hah,” replied the armor. “You cannot fly, tin man.” 

 Moving as fast as he could, Rasputin spun hurling a 
chunk of the wall at the armor. The armor blasted to the 
side, then hung in the air on low burn. Far away, the hurled 
chunk hit the pavement. 
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 “Is that the best you can do?” 

 “I will do better,” Rasputin said, rising. “I will defeat 
you.” 

 The shoulder plates of the armor popped up, revealing 
mini-missiles. Some launched, with a sharp snap and hiss, 
tearing towards the steel man. Rasputin leaped, and one hit 
where he had been, one slammed his calf, one plowed into 
his hip. He screamed as he was thrown through the air, 
smashing into the wall of the office wing. 

 Rasputin rolled through the hole he made and dropped 
flat. “Come and get me, Bukharin!” he shouted. 

 “Ah ah, no, I will not,” chuckled the armor. “I prefer to 
stay out here, where I can fly. I, of all people, know what you 
can do with those metal fists of yours, Rasputin. Besides, in 
five minutes this whole place,” he said gesturing widely and 
looking around, “will be a crater. The timer cannot be 
stopped. Of us all, only I have the speed to reach safe 
distance in time and the protection if I don‟t quite make it. 
So you have one minute to stop me or I escape and you die. I 
like those odds. Even if you escaped, you have only a few 
hours before you die anyway.” 

 “Sounds t‟me,” growled a voice by Rasputin‟s ear, “like 
you need somethin ta throw.” 

* 

 The nest of wires was exposed, and Stark coolly picked 
through them. There, the ground. There, the trigger. There, 
the decoy. But the reflex array would trigger the bomb if the 
current dropped. He nodded to himself. Not a bad bomb, 
but even an amateur like himself could defeat it. He snipped 
the wire, not even holding his breath. 

 He heard a click, then a whir. He smiled broadly. Then 
the bomb beeped.  
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 Reluctantly tipping the top of the bomb case back, he 
saw an auxiliary digital timer. Twenty eight seconds. Twenty 
seven. Twenty six. 

 For a moment, just a moment, Stark felt paralyzed. The 
stakes had never been higher. Not only his life, but 
thousands of others would be forfeit if he failed now. 

Only a genius could figure out this device and 
disarm it in twenty five seconds. 

 The question hit him like a faceful of cold water: “Do I 
want to live?” he whispered. “Enough… to fight for it?” 

 The number counting down was hypnotic; so peaceful, 
and there were worse ways to die. 

* 

 Bukharin glanced at his suit timer. Another forty 
seconds to enjoy taunting the dead, then he really must be 
streaking off. He checked his power levels. Running 
smoothly. He had restrained himself from donning the armor 
for far too long. He smiled. 

 Like a diver cutting through the surface of a pool, a man 
streaked out of a window in the office wing, slicing through 
the air at incredible speed right towards the armor. Too 
startled to fire, Bukharin tilted his jets to fling his armor out 
of the way, but the man was moving like he had been shot 
out of a cannon, too fast! At the last moment, the armor 
tilted out of his reach— 

 Snikt— 

 Bukharin let out a hoarse bellow as pain sheared 
through his leg, pain worse than bullet wounds. The flying 
man had ejected claws from his hand and rammed them 
through Bukharin‟s retreating ankle! 

 The claws managed to change the direction of the flying 
man‟s momentum, slinging him around to clang to a halt 
gripping Bukharin‟s belt from behind, right under the 
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backpack jet. He swung precariously around to the side of 
the armor as Bukharin fired his afterburners; Logan got out 
of the way of the exhaust. 

He popped claws from his other hand and rammed 
them into the side of Bukharin‟s knee; the claws punched all 
the way through the armor, the leg within, and the armor on 
the other side. Bukharin nearly fainted from the raw agony; 
the world was spinning and for a moment his gyroscopics 
lost track of “up”. 

 His assailant said something uncouth in English. Then 
the claws tore free, and as Bukharin wobbled without one 
stabilizing boot jet and with an additional weight (so heavy, 
for such a small man) too late he realized what the clawed 
missile was doing. 

 He understood right before the claws punched through 
his jet pack. 

 Locked together, they sailed down and rammed into the 
earth. 

 Jarred and a bit dizzy, Bukharin pushed himself up. The 
small man had survived the fall and he was… jumping back? 

 Heavy footfalls. 

 Bukharin struggled to rise before it was too late. 

 Before Rasputin reached him. 

* 

 Stark touched something primal inside; something that 
had been lulled to sleep by the power, the wealth, the 
detachment. Something in him suddenly blazed; something 
in him desperately wanted to live. 

 He bent to his work, focused, and time slipped away; his 
mind applied itself to the electronics as it had not been 
applied to anything in too long. Seconds slipped away as his 
deft fingers and his deft mind tugged at the deadly puzzle. 
He uncovered the pulse center; jury rigged the processor, 
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autokinetic feedback switch, timer mesh recalibrated, bought 
himself another ten seconds, but that‟s it; then the heart of 
the weapon. 

 He held his breath and clipped the wires. 

* 

 “Butcher!” roared Rasputin. Bukharin popped out his 
other minigun, the one with the armor piercing rounds made 
just for the steel man. Raised the gun. 

 “Aint sportin,” came a voice from the side, and those 
horrific claws caught the gun in an uppercut. There was no 
time for revenge; Bukharin leaped to the side to try to break 
up Rasputin‟s momentum. 

 Didn‟t make much difference. 

 The vast steel fist crashed into the armor with such fury 
sparks flew, and Bukharin found himself airborne again, 
however briefly. He was conscious enough to wish he had 
not hit a wall. 

 Rasputin leaped, and Bukharin registered his movement 
too late: 

 The steel man tucked into a cannonball in mid-air and 
smashed all his weight and velocity into the red armor. Both 
of them went through the concrete and rebar wall into the 
offices. 

 Logan peered after them with academic interest, then 
pulled out a cigar and lit it up. Clanging and banging sounds 
like a blacksmith gone mad came from the dark hole, and 
grunted Russian words Logan didn‟t want translated. Then all 
was silent. 

 Rasputin stumbled out of the hole, red paint scraped on 
some lacerations on his metal form. “Did Stark succeed?” he 
asked intently. 
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 Logan glanced at his watch. “We‟ll know in two 
minutes,” he said. He took a long pull on his cigar. “Let‟s go 
find him.” 

* 

 Logan knocked on the door. “It‟s me, Logan. You okay, 
Stark?” 

 Stark opened the door. “Gentlemen,” he said, his face 
haggard. 

 “You beat the bomb?” Logan asked. 

 Stark nodded. “I sure did,” he replied. 

 Logan looked deep into his eyes for a moment and 
sniffed. A smile played across his features. “Good for you,” 
he said. He jerked his thumb backwards. “Rasputin schooled 
the Crimson Comrade there—“ 

 “Do not joke,” echoed Rasputin‟s voice from behind 
him. “His was a sacred trust, to protect our leaders from 
traitorous cowards, and to make life better for the people 
who supported those who led us. Bukharin perverted that 
trust into greed and madness, bent on getting revenge and 
power instead of protecting the weak. He is no comrade of 
mine.” 

 “Anyway, we won,” Logan said wearily. 

 “You coming with us, Rasputin?” asked Stark. 

 The big steel man sighed. “I do not know. I cannot stay 
here, for my life is forfeit if I remain after the events of this 
day. But where else to go, what else to do?” 

 “Tell you what,” Stark said. “You come with me, a 
contractor for international relations. Sound good?”  

 “If I live,” Rasputin said softly. “If I live.” 

 “Come on,” Logan muttered. “Let‟s get to the plane and 
find out where Potts is holed up.” 
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 Scant minutes later, their borrowed military truck pulled 
out and they left the oddly silent plant. 

* 

 Stark pulled the truck up by a grim-faced man. Several 
armed guards stood around Stark‟s plane on the tarmac. 
“What‟s going on here, Green?” he asked. 

 “Hello, Mister Stark,” Green replied. “We‟re just looking 
after the plane. We chased off the mobsters that tried to 
sabotage it, and Ms. Potts is safely aboard.” 

 “What about Lawson?” 

 “He‟s fine, in the safehouse. As per standing orders,” 
the man said. Stark nodded. He got out of the truck and 
headed for the plane, Logan and Rasputin with him. The 
gangplank lowered, and Potts ran down to greet them. 

 “Stark! Are you okay?” she asked. 

 “I tolja I‟d take care a him,” Logan said. 

 “I‟m fine,” Stark said, looking sideways at Logan. 
“Really… I‟m fine.” He looked into her eyes, and she raised 
her eyebrows. 

 But there was no time for talk. They piled onto the jet, 
and it taxied for takeoff. 

 The four of them moved to the back and strapped in, 
Logan sniffing and glancing around. 

 “Is everything alright?” Stark asked him. 

 “Yeah,” Logan said. “Just checking.” 

 Then they were airborne. 

 Below them, the countryside slipped away. 

 “Are you… hurt?” Potts asked Rasputin. She looked 
over the slashes and dents in his steel form. 

 He shifted uncomfortably. “I will be, when I return to 
flesh,” he said.  
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 “I like the sound of that,” she muttered under her 
breath, eyeing his huge chest and massy arms as he freed 
himself from the seat buckles. 

 “Lucky for you,” Stark said, “this craft is equipped with 
considerable medical facilities. Let‟s get you hooked up to the 
diagnostics and so on.” He pointed Rasputin to the back as 
he unstrapped himself. 

 “I can do that,” Ms. Potts said quickly, slipping free of 
the straps. 

 “Go ahead,” Stark nodded. “Logan, I need to have a 
word with you.” 

 For a long moment they sat facing each other, saying 
nothing. 

 “Logan,” Stark said, “I‟d like to convince you to stay in 
my employ.” 

 Logan sighed. “Flattered but regretful, Stark.” 

 “Come on,” Stark murmured with a small smile. 
“Everyone has a price. Besides, where will you go?” 

 “That‟s it,” Logan snarled, his voice gutteral, his eyes 
narrowing. “You think everything is a commodity. I will not 
be bought and sold. I am not your property. The very idea 
that you think I am means I gotta leave what was a sweet 
setup once. Damn you, Stark, and no thanks.” 

 “You don‟t have to make up your mind right away,” 
Stark said quietly. “I did some thinking on this trip, Logan. 
About what you said. You‟re right, you know.” 

 Logan watched him, his face still set and cold. 

 Stark drew in a deep breath and leaned back. “I‟ve spent 
so many years creating the opinions that surrounded me that 
I don‟t know what to do with one that doesn‟t back down. 
The reflex is to get rid of it. By pushing away everything that 
is uncomfortable I have created a life that lost my interest.” 
He gazed into Logan‟s eyes. 
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 “I will never, ever,” Logan said slowly, “understand rich 
people.” 

 “It‟s the challenge,” Stark said softly. “My company, my 
technology, my body, even my thoughts have been shaped by 
my will, a long time ago. Now,” he said, looking down at 
himself, “now for the first time in years I find all that 
challenged, and I think something in me has forgotten how 
to fight. And you,” he said, a small smile tugging at his face, 
“you remind me. In the days to come, I‟m going to need that. 
It won‟t be easy for me, Logan, remembering what it was like 
when I made what I now enjoy.” 

 “But if you aint livin yer dyin,” Logan said. He was quiet 
a moment. “Looks like you lived through this one.” 

 “The Fates spoke,” Stark said, his voice barely audible. 
“Maybe now I understand why I‟m here.” 

 Logan looked deep into his eyes, wary, looking for 
something. 

 He found it. 

 Shrugged. 

 Logan leaned back, let out a breath, stretched his neck. 
“I‟ll take a vacation. Think it over. Out at the cabin.” 

 “Thank you,” Stark said. “And now that we‟re 
reasonably confident that Piotr Rasputin is not in league with 
the forces of evil, can I borrow some of the Tymaz Nine 
countermeasure?” He grinned. 

 Logan chuckled, reached into a pocket, and pulled out 
an battered Altoids tin. “Don‟t eat it all in one place,” he said 
tossing it to Stark. “Damn I must be predictable.” 

 “I‟m afraid so,” Stark said. “I knew you‟d save my life, 
bring the one thing I forgot, and tangle with the Russian 
mob and former KGB to save the day.” 
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 Logan shrugged. “What the hell. Long as I get to toss 
you out of moving cars and knock in walls with my skull, I‟m 
happy. Doesn‟t take much.” 

 Stark smiled as he levered himself out of his seat. He 
walked over to the cabinet, moving like an old man. He 
pulled out a bottle of champagne, two fluted goblets, and a 
couple fine cigars. A few seconds later, Logan and Stark 
raised their glasses. 

 “To the simple things,” Stark said. 

 Logan nodded. “To the simple things.” 

 The toast slid down easy. 
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Forget Me Not 
 

April 20, 2002 

 John Simons heard himself softly groan a long second 
before he realized his eyes were shut. He felt like he was 
spinning, far away from place and time. Gathering himself, 
he exerted his will to force open his eyelids. He was partially 
successful with one eye, but his sight was too blurry to make 
anything out. He lapsed into a shallow unconsciousness once 
again. 

 “Sounds like he‟s waking up, Agent Creed,” said one of 
the security officers. 

 “So?” Creed grunted. “Let „im. He still won‟t remember 
a damn thing after we give „im the second shot.” The huge 
man was hunched over, peering intently into the security 
display, his wild yellow hair dragged back into a ponytail and 
tied in place. He rested his massy arms on the console and 
grinned to himself. “Yer good, babe,” he said to the figure 
on the screen. 

 “Where… where am I?” managed the man shackled to 
the chair behind the security officer and the giant man. 

 “Shut it,” Creed said, “I‟m watchin tv.” 

 Simons managed to force his eyes open. He saw the 
back of a security guard and the back of a hulking mass of 
man, both intently watching a security camera‟s feed. In the 
picture; he squinted. Was that… there, a dapper man in a 
dark suit with steely gray hair, flanked by two men in suits— 

 “Geraint?” he said. “But I‟m…” He looked closer. 
“That‟s me!” 

 “Great, genius boy, yer up ta speed,” Creed drawled. 
“Now shaddap.” 
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* 

 “Thank you for agreeing to meet with me,” Geraint said 
in his smooth voice. He sat down at the table opposite the 
square jawed man with an eyepatch. 

 “I trust you don‟t plan to waste my time,” the grizzled 
man growled. “Spring a trap and you‟ll be down before you 
know you started something.” 

 “I admit it is unusual for me to contact you,” Geraint 
said. “However, in light of the recent hostilities against my 
Institute I felt something must be done.” He glanced at the 
two soldiers that stood behind the man with the eyepatch. 
Six in the room, as agreed. “I would rather be on your side, 
Fury.” 

 “What recent hostilities?” Fury asked. 

 Geraint sighed. “We have psionics, as you well know,” 
he said. “Agent Forge was very skilled in circumventing the 
technological security of our facility, but we have… ways of 
scanning the minds of everyone on the premises.” 

 “That comes as a bit of a surprise,” Fury said. His voice 
did not overflow with delight. 

 Geraint shrugged. “Look at the situation from our 
perspective. The Project is willing and able to execute a 
hostile takeover of our technologies. To do so puts the top 
management in a, shall we say, expendable position. I don‟t 
want to turn everything over to you, but I don‟t want to get 
killed either. So I offer you a gift.” 

 “A gift,” Fury said, his voice flat. 

 “A gift,” Geraint repeated. “Appeasement. One 
difficulty you have had in attempting to infiltrate our 
operations is that you have no psychers of your own, 
correct?” 

 Fury said nothing. 
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 “What I mean to do,” Geraint continued, leaning 
forward, his eyes bright, “is to offer you one. We have a 
psion we have been training since she was ten years old,” he 
continued, leaning back. “She has been on more missions 
than I can count. She is an undetectable infiltrator of the 
highest order, and she has been invaluable to our operation 
in the past.” 

 “So why give her up?” Fury growled. 

 Geraint sighed. “She feels her childhood was stolen, and 
she blames the Institute for the difficulty she has in the real 
world because of her training. So what to do? We can‟t just 
release her to the general public. That would be inhumane 
for a number of reasons. Instead, we‟ll give her to you. While 
her attitude needs work, her skills are unmatched. Perhaps 
she will find a place in the world working with you instead of 
working with us. It‟s a chance to start over for her, and a way 
for us to make peace with you.” 

 “How does she feel about this?” Fury asked. “Sounds 
like you‟re trying to offload your troubled teen with a charity, 
which we most certainly are not. „Sides, seems a bit fishy 
you‟d give us one of your operatives who was, uh, 
disgruntled. Isn‟t that dangerous for you?” 

 “We know her,” Geraint said simply. “She has worked 
with us. Everything she knows we taught her. Besides, if we 
let her go she has no further reason to seek revenge.” 

 “Hm,” Fury said, crossing his arms, narrowing his eye, 
thinking it through. “The words „Trojan horse‟ come to 
mind.” 

 Their eyes met for a long moment. A slight smile 
creased Geraint‟s face. “We can keep her. That‟s fine. After 
all, I‟m sure you have other ways of getting a psycher. Lots of 
money for research flowing into the psionic studies of the 
Project, aren‟t there.” 

 “Maybe there are,” Fury said, his eye narrowing.  
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 Geraint stood. “I‟m sorry we have nothing further to 
offer each other,” he said, his voice somber. “Thank you for 
your time.” 

 “If you double cross us,” Fury said, his voice quiet, “the 
ones who come after I‟m gone will hunt you to the ends of 
the earth.” 

 “I can‟t double cross you if we have no deal,” Geraint 
pointed out politely. 

 “Show me the file,” Fury said. 

 Geraint shook his head. “There is no file. This was a top 
secret agent. She has a first name designate and a last name 
designate. No record is kept of her missions. There is a 
priority code attached to information she put into the system. 
Before we made the final decision to turn her over I ran a 
search, since I am the only one with clearance to tag that 
information. There were reams of deal-making and deal-
breaking information. In her eight years with us she has been 
used to identify potential psychics, infiltrate installations and 
mind scan important rivals, lead teams of trackers to locate 
and neutralize dissidents, and to translate when necessary. 
Hundreds of missions. Hundreds. She has paid her own way 
and then some. Out of respect for her wishes, we‟re letting 
her go. To you.” 

 “How old is she?” Fury asked, squinting at Geraint. 
Geraint‟s smile was ghostly faint. 

 “Eighteen.” 

 Silence filled the room. 

 Fury sighed and pulled a cigar out of his coat pocket. 
“Let me see her,” he said. 

 Geraint glanced over his shoulder. “Kurts, Simons, go 
get her.” 
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 The two men in suits nodded and left the hotel room, 
heading down the hallway toward the elevator. The van was 
in the parking lot. 

* 

 “Who… what…” managed Simons, tensing and 
relaxing, trying to work his handcuffs clear. 

 “One more peep and I‟ll gut you from crotch to chin 
and leave you for hotel security to mop up,” Creed said 
absently. Simons shut up, staring in unabashed wonder at 
himself, copied in detail, down to his mannerisms. He saw 
himself and Kurts open the back of the van and motion to 
the girl within, ushering her inside the hotel and using the 
back elevator, according to plan. 

* 

 “Here,” said Geraint. “Here she is.” 

 Fury looked at the young woman standing before him. 
She wasn‟t tall or short, but she was quite shapely and her 
hair was bright crimson red. It was in a tight braid that kept it 
all out of the way behind her. Her eyes watched him, her 
brilliant emerald eyes. She wore a tasteful suit. 

 “I‟m Director Nick Fury,” said the man with the 
eyepatch. 

 The girl looked at Geraint, who nodded with a 
benevolent smile She turned her unwavering gaze back to 
Fury. 

 “I‟m Rachel,” she said. 

 “I hear you want to join us,” Fury noted. 

 Her gaze intensified. “You are my way out.” 

 “This isn‟t a gypsy horse trick is it?” Fury asked Geraint. 

 Geraint pursed his lips. “What is with you and horses?” 
he asked. “I think I‟ve made it clear she won‟t run back to 
us.” 
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 “But that doesn‟t mean she won‟t run, does it,” Fury 
mused, looking her over. 

 “I won‟t run,” Rachel said softly. 

 There was a long moment of silence. 

 “Do we have a deal?” Geraint asked quietly, the delicacy 
of the moment almost painful. 

 Fury‟s face hardened as he saw the silent plea in the 
teenager‟s eyes. He snapped the cigar‟s end off with his 
cutter, then took his time lighting it up. He looked back at 
Geraint, took a puff of the cigar, and sighed. 

 “You got a deal,” he growled around the cigar. “We‟ll 
leave you alone.” 

 “A gentleman‟s agreement,” Geraint smiled, extending 
his hand. Fury stood immobile, his hands clenched into fists 
and stuck on his hips. 

 “Take my word,” he said. 

 Geraint‟s smile broadened a little. “A pleasure doing 
business with you, Fury,” he said. 

 Fury nodded, and Geraint left with his two bodyguards. 

 Geraint took the stairs, not in any particular hurry. They 
reached the lobby.  

 “Excuse me a moment,” Geraint said. He strolled into 
the men‟s rest room. The two guards looked at each other, 
then Simons sighed. 

 “I gotta go too,” he said, and he headed in. 

 Kurts shook his head, then took a few steps away in the 
lobby so as not to stand guard over the restroom. 

 A few minutes later Geraint returned. “Well, let‟s go,” 
he said to Kurts. He glanced around. “Where‟s Simons?” 

 Kurts frowned. “He went in the bathroom,” he said. 

 Geraint blinked. “He wasn‟t there when I left.” 
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 “Let‟s go check the car,” Kurts growled. “Maybe he 
went on out.” 

 “Maybe,” Geraint said doubtfully. 

 They reached the car and saw Simons sitting at the 
wheel blinking. 

 “Hey, why‟d you give me the slip back there,” growled 
Kurts. 

 “What?” said Simons. 

 Geraint‟s eyes narrowed. “What‟s the last thing you 
remember?” he said. 

 “Er,” Simons said, blinking, “well, we pulled into the 
lot…” 

 Geraint looked up at the hotel and shook his head. He 
shrugged. “Well, they‟re smooth, I‟ll give them that,” he said. 

 They drove to the airport. 

 Fury watched the car drive out of the parking lot, then 
turned to Simons. “Good job. I wasn‟t sure if you‟d been 
successful, it was such a good job,” he said. Simons smiled at 
him. “Lose the suit, it‟s not your best look,” Fury added. 

 Simons blurred, then settled into the form of a cute 
blonde with short hair. She smiled at Fury, her eyes blue, 
then aqua, then green, then hazel. Her teeth were perfect. 

 “Amazing,” Fury muttered, shaking his head. The door 
opened, and Creed strolled in. 

 “Hotel was cooperative,” he said with a grin. “Simons 
woke up, but the stuff we gave him should scramble his 
memories too much for him to be sure what happened. 
Doesn‟t matter anyway, they‟ll figure it out.” 

 “Are we still here?” the cute blonde asked, raising her 
eyebrow. 
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 “Naw,” Fury said. “We left about five minutes ago. 
Extraction team took Rachel back to base, and we‟ll catch up 
with them before you know it. Got the chopper prepped.” 

 They left the room just the way they found it. 

* 

 “Duluth, Minnesota,” Creed muttered as he eyed the 
city that was starting to light up as the sun went down. He 
shook his head. “Project sure knows how to hide.” 

 Then they set down on the roof of a two story 
warehouse. They went inside and took the elevator down 
about forty floors, stepping out into the box of the Extechop 
fortress‟s entry room. Miniguns mounted on swivels trained 
on them, and cameras watched them as they moved out of 
the elevator. 

 “Fury, Creed, Mystique, do the damn scan already,” 
growled Fury. 

 The walls hummed, then the heavy bulkhead ground 
open. The trio proceeded into the hallway, glancing in the 
window slits at the heavily armed soldiers that waited inside 
in case something came down the elevator that the guns and 
poison gas didn‟t stop. 

 “Agent Mystique,” Fury said as he strode down the hall. 
“Got a new job for you. Figure this Rachel out for me. Tell 
me what makes her tick, what kind of danger she could pose 
to us, how we could use her. Take her under your wing. See 
what we‟ve got.” They reached the end of the hallway and 
stood in the airlock while it cycled, air hissing out and hissing 
in at the same time. Creed sniffed absentmindedly as he 
always did during this process, wrinkling his nose in distaste. 

 “I‟ll do it,” Mystique said shortly. 

 “I hate this new base,” Creed grumbled. “We need 
something a little more open air.” 
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 “Era of satellites, Creed,” Fury muttered. “I know the 
next four complaints that are gonna come out of your face, 
so spare us the noise and yourself the breath.” 

 Creed shut up, face knotted in a scowl. “Any orders for 
me, sir?” he asked. 

 Fury glanced at him. “For the moment, just maintain 
your readiness and assist Mystique in any way she asks you 
to. Read a book,” Fury said with a grim smile. “Improve your 
mind.” 

 Creed narrowed his eyes at Fury. Then the airlock cycled 
open, and four of Fury‟s aids were waiting. 

 Fury strode down the rubber matting of the Project‟s 
underwater base, making decisions as fast as questions were 
asked about business that had piled up while he was gone. 
Creed and Mystique stepped out of the airlock and watched 
him go. 

 “Better him than me,” Mystique said. 

 Creed snorted. Then he turned to Mystique. “Hey, 
watch yerself with the match head,” he muttered. “She looks 
like the „flare up and burn out‟ type to me. Flaky as hell. Be 
careful.” 

 “I will, Creed, I will,” she said. She smiled at him. “Hey, 
if you want something to read, I have books in my room.” 

 “Har har har,” he muttered. 

 “Seriously,” she continued, her smile widening. “Even 
books with pictures. The least you can do is come and see if 
there‟s anything you like.” She made eye contact and held it 
steadily. 

 It took him a long moment to see where that was going, 
but then he grinned. 

 They headed towards the crew quarters together. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

 The smoke from Mystique‟s expensive cigarette drifted 
up past her narrowed eyes as she watched the screen. Today 
she was still a short-haired blonde with a pixie face and 
bright green eyes, dressed in a jumpsuit that matched the 
jumpsuits of everyone else in uniform at the Project. 

 On the screen, Rachel slept fitfully. Then she started 
awake, and stood. Walked to the bathroom and stepped in 
the shower. Mystique glanced at the clock. 

 “Four thirty in the morning. Looks like we have an early 
riser,” she murmured to the tech. He didn‟t respond. 

 She patted him on the shoulder, took a deep drag to 
finish her cigarette, and stubbed it out on the ashtray. She 
was gone. 

 A few minutes later she was standing outside Rachel‟s 
room. She didn‟t have long to wait before the door slid open 
and Rachel stepped out, also dressed in a dark jumpsuit. 

 “Yes?” Rachel said. 

 “Good morning,” Mystique nodded. “You‟re an early 
riser. That‟s good.” 

 “I don‟t need much sleep,” Rachel shrugged. “I don‟t 
like the air down here,” she added as she glanced down the 
corridor. 

 “Please,” Mystique said, raising a hand. “I‟ve heard it. 
Many times. It‟s because the air down here is unpleasant. 
That is because we are on the bottom of Lake Superior.” 

 “Oh,” Rachel said in a small voice, her eyes getting very 
big. Mystique strolled past her into her room. 

 “Let me show you a few features of your „can sweet 
can‟,” Mystique said. Rachel followed her in and shut the 
door. 

 “First of all, the view is actually quite lovely.” Mystique 
pushed a button on the wall, and panels slid down to reveal 
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windows, three feet tall and five feet wide, two of them. She 
pushed another button, and the murky dimness outside was 
illuminated by small lights around the windows. A fish swam 
over to investigate, then wandered off. 

 “It‟s…beautiful,” stammered Rachel. 

 “About as backwards as a fish tank can be,” Mystique 
shrugged, punching the button again. The windows slid shut. 
“Now for the sunlight,” she said. “People get depressed 
down here with all the fluorescent lighting all the time, so 
there is a sunlamp in every cabin.” She punched another 
button, and the fluorescent lights snapped off as the halogen 
lamps powered up. 

 “I‟ve never known anyone like you before,” Rachel said, 
looking at Mystique directly. 

 “What do you mean?” Mystique asked. 

 “You‟re… slippery,” Rachel said, gesturing with a small 
frown. Her eyes narrowed, her expression puzzled. “Like 
this…” 

 Mystique felt a strange nudge, and her features rippled. 
She set her jaw. “Never, ever do that again,” she said, her 
voice trembling. 

 “I‟m sorry,” Rachel said. “Are you a shapeshifter? 
Really?” 

 “Today‟s subject is not what I can do,” Mystique said 
coolly. “What can you do?” 

 Rachel sighed. “I can enter people‟s minds, encourage 
them to do things, to forget things, to say things, to not say 
things. I can find things in their minds. I can look like 
someone else to them. Once I get a lock on someone‟s mind 
I can track them to the ends of the earth.” 

 “Can you take care of yourself?” Mystique asked. 

 “I‟ve had backup on some of the missions I‟ve been 
on,” Rachel said. “Maybe a third. I can take care of myself.” 
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 “Even if it comes to a fight?” asked Mystique. 

 Rachel watched her steadily. “Even if it comes to a 
fight,” she said. 

* 

 “How is an underwater gun range a good idea?” asked 
Rachel uneasily. 

 “Armored and underground, rather than underwater,” 
Mystique said. “This is a big base.” 

 “Okay,” Rachel shrugged. “As long as we don‟t spring a 
leak.” 

 “Hit what you aim at and that won‟t be a danger,” 
Mystique said. “Let‟s start with a Glock Nine.” She handed 
the compact pistol to Rachel. Rachel took it, then stripped it 
in a businesslike fashion, snapped it back together, slapped in 
a clip, chambered a round, and lined up on the dummy. She 
snapped off three shots, double tap center mass and one to 
the head. 

 “Not too bad,” Mystique said with a small smile. She 
handed over a shotgun. 

 “Oh,” Rachel grinned. “Good deal. Monster hunting 
weapon of choice.” She hefted it to her shoulder, lined up, 
and squeezed the trigger. The gun boomed, and its barrel 
jumped a few inches. The head exploded on the dummy. 
Rachel handed the smoking shotgun back. 

 Mystique handed her an M-16. 

 Rachel raised her eyebrows, amused, but she took the 
gun and rapidly stripped it, reassembled it, and lined up on 
the target. She snapped off a single shot, then switched to 
burst fire and peppered the battered dummy with 
ammunition. She swapped out clips and handed the weapon 
back. 

 “How‟s the shoulder?” Mystique asked. 

 “Good,” Rachel said. 
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 Mystique smiled and handed her a sleek weapon with a 
mirror finish. “How about this.” 

 Rachel hefted the rifle. “Well, bullpup configuration, a 
T-86 plasma cartridge, prototype weapon designed by 
Extechops for IO agents. So if I do this,” she said, switching 
the position on an unmarked stud, “and then this,” she said, 
pushing another button so the scope popped out the top, 
“then I should be able to do this.” She tucked the rifle butt 
into her shoulder, lined up, and neatly sliced the dummy in 
two with a searing line of plasma. Pushing a button on the 
stock, she powered the weapon down and handed it back. 

 Mystique watched her, eyes narrow and suspicious. 
“Admit it,” she said, her voice low. “You stole that from my 
mind.” 

 “I admit it,” Rachel said. “I stole knowledge from you to 
show you what you wanted to see. That‟s what I do. That‟s 
how I was trained.” Her voice took on an edge. “I scare you, 
don‟t I, because I can get into your head and see things, 
borrow things. Either get used to it or let me go, because it‟s 
all I know and that‟s how I survive. I will not be judged by 
you.” Her eyes were narrow, her breathing shallow, her heart 
speeding. Mystique was cool, impassive, unamused. 

 “Actually, you will,” Mystique said, her voice very quiet. 
“That‟s what today is all about.” 

 The door to the firing range opened. “Did I hear the T-
86 singin in here?” Creed asked as he sauntered in with a 
grin. 

 “To the breakroom,” Mystique said.  

 “Is this a bad time?” Creed asked, his grin faltering. 

 Rachel pushed past him, followed by Mystique. Creed‟s 
grin was fortified. “Ah. Breaking in the recruit,” he said, and 
he followed. 

 Just outside the firing range, through the security, was 
the break room. 
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 Mystique turned to Creed. “Rachel here can take care of 
herself,” she said. “She has some knowledge of guns. We‟re 
going to see what she knows about hand to hand combat.” 

 “I‟m something of an expert in the field,” Creed said 
with a straight face. 

 “Shouldn‟t we be in a sparring room or something?” 
Rachel asked, looking from one to the other. 

 “You ever get ambushed in a sparring room?” Mystique 
asked. “Creed here is about to kill you. Take him down.” 

 “You want me to attack him?” Rachel asked, raising her 
eyebrows. 

 “Several of our enemies have pulped Creed,” Mystique 
said, her voice hard. “Show me what you‟ve got to keep them 
from killing you.” 

 Rachel shrugged. “Okay. Sorry, Creed.” 

 “Don‟t mention it,” he said. “Now, I can take whatever 
you can dish out. Eyes, groin, throat, you hit me with what 
you got. I heal up real fast, see.” 

 “I see,” Rachel said. She walked up to him, her 
breathing shallow. God, Creed was huge. Standing at six and 
a half feet tall, his shoulders were five feet wide and he 
weighed close to five hundred pounds. Not a scrap of fat was 
on his huge frame, only endless ropy piles and slabs of 
muscle. He grinned nonchalantly. 

 “Today, kid,” he said. 

 Rachel set into stance and then shouted “Hai!” as her 
cupped hands shot out in a palm strike that caught him in the 
ribs. It would have knocked the air out of someone smaller. 
Creed grunted. 

 Rachel snapped a shot up at his nose, and he took it; the 
nose didn‟t break. She grabbed his wrist and a handful of 
jumpsuit over his chest and spun, tugging, but he hopped to 
the side and didn‟t go over. She slammed her foot down on 
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his instep, then drove her thumb at his eye. He did twitch out 
of the way of that one. 

 “By my calculations,” Mystique said coolly, “you‟re dead 
by now.” 

 “You really want him down?” Rachel said. “I don‟t want 
to get in trouble for hurting him.” 

 “Do it, babe,” Creed said. “Show me whatcha got.” 

 “You asked for it,” Rachel said, facing Creed. Her 
nostrils flared and her eyes narrowed. “You‟re a smug son of 
a bitch, Creed, and I hate smug people. All my life I‟ve been 
forced to listen to smug people. I think you‟re gonna shut the 
hell up right now.” 

 “Harsh language the best you can—“ Creed said before 
he whipped back off his feet and crushed into the steel wall. 
He didn‟t rebound; something held him there. Then he was 
yanked off the wall and slammed to the floor. Rachel was on 
him in a second, her hand full of his hair and dragging his 
face off the floor before she pounded it down again. She 
gritted her teeth and her eyes flared white, raw fury pulsing in 
the air around her. Then she bent her head down towards 
him and Creed started screaming. He started screaming as 
Mystique had never heard him scream before. 

 Then Rachel choked and flew off him as though she had 
been knocked loose. She lay crumpled on the floor for a 
moment, dazed, while a thin whine, like weeping, rose from 
Creed where he lay on the floor twitching. 

 “Damn,” Mystique whispered, her eyes wide open. She 
rushed to Creed and knelt by him. Exerting her surprising 
strength, she hauled him up to his knees. Blood and snot 
oozed from his nose, his face was staring and twisted with 
pain.  

 “Shut up,” she muttered as he drew a quavering breath 
for another whine. “What did you do to him?” she snapped 
to Rachel. 
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 “You wanted him down,” Rachel said in a small voice, 
her hands covering her eyes. “I—” 

 “What did you do to him?” Mystique demanded, her voice 
hard and sharp. 

 “I‟m sorry,” Rachel said. She scrambled to her feet. “I‟m 
sorry,” she repeated, and she ran from the break room. 

 Mystique looked back at Creed‟s empty eyes, cold worry 
settling around her. She moved to the wall console. “Security, 
keep track of Rachel, make sure she doesn‟t do anything 
rash, but do not engage. Repeat, do not engage. Keep me 
appraised of her activity.” 

 “Copy, Mystique,” security replied. 

 Mystique looked down at Creed, then punched a 
different code in the console. “Medical to Break Room Six,” 
she said. 

* 

 The door slid open, and Mystique looked into the dark 
room. “Rachel?” she said. 

 “I‟m here,” Rachel replied. 

 “Can I come in?” 

 “Yes.” 

 Mystique stepped in, and the door slid shut. “That was 
very impressive,” Mystique said. “Will Creed recover?” 

 “He should be conscious and able to move around on 
his own tomorrow,” Rachel murmured. 

 “Good, that‟s very good,” Mystique nodded. “Will he 
be… undamaged?” 

 Rachel shrugged in the dimness. Mystique‟s eyes had 
flared and shifted, so now she could see enough in the dim 
room. Rachel sat by the window, and its shutters were open, 
but the lights were not on. Dim lights from further down the 
base filtered in. 
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 “Creed might have a little memory loss,” Rachel said. 

 “Rachel, right up front I want you to know that we are 
not angry with you,” Mystique said. “In fact, I‟m impressed. 
Now that I know Creed will recover, I‟m delighted at your 
performance.” Mystique smiled at her, the dim light making 
her teeth seem to glow. Rachel looked at her, surprised. 

 “But…” Rachel said, “I thought Creed was your friend.” 

 “He is,” Mystique said, sitting on the bed next to Rachel.  
“He‟s also smug, and it doesn‟t hurt to see him taken down a 
notch by a little girl.” There was mirth behind her eyes, and 
Rachel looked at her for just a moment before letting a smile 
spread across her own face. She sniffled a bit and wiped at 
her nose with the back of her hand. Mystique almost felt the 
vibration of repressed tears. Rachel had the light off for a 
reason. 

 “Seems like you got caught in the backlash of your 
attack,” Mystique said. 

 “No,” Rachel sighed, shaking her head. “No, I can do 
that without breaking a sweat. But I found something—” and 
she stopped abruptly. She twitched. “I found something that 
can‟t be true.” 

 “Let‟s talk about it tomorrow, when we have Creed with 
us again,” Mystique said. “I‟ve found a lot of impossible 
things in Creed‟s skull.” She smiled again. 

 “You aren‟t angry? I‟m not in trouble with Fury?” 
Rachel asked. 

 “Don‟t even let the thought cross your mind,” Mystique 
said. “I wanted to see what you can do. And so far,” she said, 
rising, “you‟re impressing me a great deal.” 

 “Really?” Rachel asked in a small voice. 

 Mystique put a hand on her shoulder. “You have great 
potential,” she said softly. She gave her shoulder a squeeze. 
“It‟s early yet. Catch some tv, get some exercise. I‟ll talk to 
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Fury. You and I and Creed will meet tomorrow morning. 
You‟ve put in a good day.” She hesitated. “It must be hard, 
moving to a new place with all these new people and all the 
expectations.” 

 Rachel straightened. “I‟m up to it,” she said. Mystique 
smiled. 

 “Good night.” She walked out. 

 The door slid shut behind her. Mystique turned and 
headed for the command center. It was so easy, so easy not 
to see that Rachel was still a teenager with no friends or 
family in a hostile environment. 

 In spite of herself, Mystique felt herself getting attached 
to the poor kid. She smiled. 

 An aide scurried out of an adjoining corridor. “Fury 
wants to see you,” he said quickly. “Mystique?” he then 
asked, second guessing himself. 

 She sighed and shifted, her hair lengthening and turning 
crimson, her face flaring then settling into hawkish blue 
features, her eyes pale yellow, empty and intimidating. 

 “Right,” the aid said. “Just so you know. Fury. Looking 
for you.” He swallowed hard, gestured down the corridor, 
then scurried off without finding the words to excuse 
himself. 

 Minutes later, Mystique was outside Fury‟s office. She 
was ushered in. 

 She moved to the side, unobtrusive as a shadow, as he 
barked into the phone. As he talked into the headset, his 
fingers flew as he read, wrote, and sent emails. 

 “The New York base still doesn‟t have sufficient 
security for the work they‟re doing. I don‟t have enough 
agents to post one or more at every satellite installation we 
have and still conduct business. I don‟t want to belabor the 
point, but we don‟t do guard duty. If security isn‟t increased, 
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we either have to stop sending vital information to that 
installation or we have to close it. Those are the options. 
Make your decision.” 

He punched a button on the phone. “Senator, as far 
as your proposal to scout out possible companies for us to 
contract with, I‟m afraid we have that angle covered. This 
does not change the fact that we appreciate your support… 
You realize that we cannot confirm or deny that the United 
States government is our direct sponsor, you of all people 
should understand that… Right. All we‟re asking is that you 
continue to allow us to carry out our maneuvers in Arizona. 
Thanks… Thank you… Have a nice night.” The phone hit 
the cradle and he finished an email. 

 He glanced up at Mystique. “You were part of a 
disturbance in the break room by the shooting range today. 
Tell me about that.” 

 “We‟ve hit gold,” Mystique said. “I told Rachel to take 
Creed down.” 

 “She did?” Fury said, his eyebrows raising. 

 “In seconds. She‟s young, but she‟s focused and deadly 
and still responsive to conditioning. I‟m impressed.” 

 “Hell, that‟s good enough for me,” Fury said. “You 
think you can make her into a field agent?” 

 “She‟s already a field agent,” Mystique said. “I can make 
her our field agent.” 

 “Do it,” Fury said, his eye scanning email. “But next 
time?” 

 “Yes?” 

 “Use the sparring room. That‟s why we have one.” 

 Mystique turned to leave so he couldn‟t see her smile. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 
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 Rachel was already seated at the table when Mystique 
walked in. 

 “I brought coffee,” Mystique said. 

 “Thanks, no,” Rachel replied. “I don‟t like caffeine.” 

  “Suit yourself,” Mystique shrugged, sitting down. Creed 
walked in, moving slowly, wearing a baseball hat and 
sunglasses. 

 “Morning,” Mystique said. He winced. 

 “Keep it down, willya?” he whispered hoarsely. 

 Mystique turned to Rachel, a twinkle of humor in her 
eye. “This the revenge of a hundred drinking binges his 
healing factor didn‟t get to pay him back for.” 

 “Not like I got drunk anyway,” Creed mumbled. He 
gingerly lowered himself into a seat. “Just wanted an excuse 
to tear stuff up.” 

 “Are you okay?” Rachel asked, concerned. 

 “Spiffy,” Creed muttered. He grinned. “No hard 
feelins.” 

 “You sure?” she asked in a small voice. 

 “I had it comin,” Creed said. 

 “Tell us about technique, now that things are squared 
away,” Mystique nodded. 

 “Well,” Rachel began, “I like to start out an attack with a 
telekinetic smack just to get the target off guard and loosened 
up, so I can get close. That‟s why I bounced him off the wall, 
to take him off guard. Then I went into his mind. It‟s a 
technique I use when I need to put an opponent down and 
keep him down. My nastiest non-lethal attack. Basically,” she 
said, shifting in her seat and looking at the table, “I go into 
their minds, into the place where they keep their fondest 
memories. And I systematically kick them off the ledge, so to 
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speak. I smash some of them. This is… painful for the 
victim.” 

 “Damn straight,” muttered Creed. 

 “So something you saw in Creed‟s fondest memories 
shocked you?” Mystique asked. She sipped her coffee. 

 “Well, there was that one bachelor party,” Creed 
muttered, squinting as he looked into the past. 

 “You think you killed the man that trained me,” Rachel 
said in a steady voice. 

 Creed blinked. 

 “How long ago?” Mystique asked intently. 

 “I don‟t know, I just got a glimpse. Have you killed 
anyone this week?” Rachel asked. 

 “Uh,” Creed said, thinking back. “Nope.” 

 “Then one of us has the wrong memory.” She sighed. “I 
did so many missions… I don‟t even know how many. See, 
before they sent me out they would often implant a false life, 
a whole set of false memories so in case I was mindscanned, 
polygraphed, or interrogated I would have the memories to 
back my story. I was so young, after a few years of this I lost 
track of what‟s real. I don‟t know what to believe about 
myself, about what I‟ve done, about where I‟ve been. I have 
to live for the moment, because it‟s all I can trust.” Her voice 
trembled. Then she gathered her nerve and continued. 

 “One thread is constant. The one who runs the Institute 
is not Geraint. It is another man.” 

 “Really?” Mystique said, her eyes narrowed. “I‟ll bet 
Fury doesn‟t know.” 

 “I don‟t think many people do know,” Rachel said. “I 
don‟t know his name. I just met him in person a handful of 
times, but he was always with me in my mind, shaping me, 
guiding me. He‟s the one that gave me memories and took 
memories away. I was his tool. I hated him for that. I knew 
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him only as the Teacher. But I saw him last week, alive and 
well. A man that Creed distinctly remembers killing.” 

 “No,” Creed said. “Yer wrong.” 

 “I‟m not,” she retorted with some heat. 

 “Nobody survives one a my patented killins,” Creed 
snarled. 

 “Settle down,” Mystique said. “Let‟s take it slow.” 

 “I can prove it to you,” Rachel offered. “Before, I just 
got a quick look. Let me in and I‟ll tell you everything you 
know about what happened. Then I‟ll tell you my side.” 
 Creed was silent for a moment, then he looked at 
Mystique. She nodded. 

 Rachel reached out and put a hand on either side of his 
head, not touching. She breathed out, closing her eyes. When 
she opened them, her pupil and iris were gone, subsumed 
into pale empty orbs.  

 “ohhhhh myyyyyy goooooohd,” Creed breathed, his 
eyes twitching. Then he and Rachel were silent as the 
seconds ticked by. Mystique pulled out a cigarette and lit up, 
breathing smoke up towards the light and patiently waiting. 

 Rachel breathed, sitting back and drawing in air. She 
pulled her hands back, and Creed slumped forward on the 
table breathing heavily. 

 “Whoah,” he muttered. 

 “Everybody okay?” Mystique asked. 

 “Okay, I‟m okay,” Rachel said. 

 “Peachy keen,” muttered Creed into the table. 

 “Before I was born,” Rachel said, her voice unsteady, 
“you were sent to kill a rogue scientist, Charles Xavier. He 
worked for the Project, off site. His research was funded 
because he was supposed to be working on genetic material. 
Instead he was using the money to research ways of 
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unlocking the secrets of the mind; meditation and medication 
and surgery to induce psionics. Bryant was the last director 
of the Project. He gave Xavier enough rope to hang 
himself.” She stopped. 

 “Go on,” Mystique said. “I haven‟t heard this one.” 

 “Yer still wrong,” Creed said, his face on the table. “And 
this is confidential information.” 

 “Bryant told you to go and bring him in, alive or dead. 
So you caught Xavier as he was trying to escape. You,” 
Rachel said, her voice faltering, “you used your thumb,” she 
said, gesturing aimlessly with her hand, “and you cut his 
spinal cord halfway down his back.” She paused. 

 “Then I killed him,” Creed grunted, his voice flat. “I 
tore his throat out, tore his head off, gutted him, and left him 
to be found by the park wardens, bear attack open and shut 
case. That‟s the way it happened.” 

 “No it isn‟t,” she insisted. 

 “Shut up,” he said, rising from his seat and glowering at 
her. “I won‟t listen to this any more. Yer lyin.” 

 “Creed,” Mystique said, her voice cold, “sit down. 
You‟re not going anywhere until we‟ve sorted this out.” She 
looked at Rachel. “Go on.” 

 “When Creed did that, something… something 
happened. Creed has false memories. I might be able to chip 
them away to get at what really happened, but not without 
his permission.” 

 The two women sat looking at Creed, who hunched 
over and stared at the table, his leg bouncing reflexively, a 
nervous reaction. His jaw was stubbornly set. 

 “What‟s the difference,” Creed said in a hard voice, 
“between chippin away a false memory and plantin a false 
memory? You been with the Project less‟n two days and 
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already yer word‟s as good as mine,” he said, tossing a fierce 
glance at Mystique. 

 “It‟s not your word I‟m questioning,” Mystique said 
smoothly. “It‟s not your memory, either. But your memories 
can be removed and replaced, and if it‟s done well enough 
you‟ll never know the difference.”  

 “I smell a trap,” Creed muttered. He abruptly stood and 
stalked out of the room. 

 Rachel watched him go, then looked at Mystique. The 
blonde fair-skinned woman was relaxed in her chair, a 
smoldering cigarette between fingers, speculatively watching 
Rachel. 

 “What do you think?” Rachel asked. 

 “If it‟s a trap, it‟s the best kind,” Mystique said. 
“Damned inventive. But that‟s not what scares me. I‟m more 
interested in the truth.  I‟m more interested in who we might 
be up against. Let me talk to Creed.” 

* 

 Creed stood watching the fish swim by the observation 
dome‟s glass. He sniffed, but did not turn. “I‟ve been 
thinkin,” he said. “Tryin ta figure out how you‟re gonna pitch 
this to me.” 

 “I‟m not going to pitch it to you, Creed,” Mystique said. 

 “Yep,” he nodded. “That‟s how I figgured it‟d start.” 

 “I think you‟re completely right about Rachel,” she 
continued, moving next to him and leaning on the railing. 
“She is brand new. She isn‟t even seasoned enough to wait 
until she‟s gained our trust before springing her trap. 
Whether Xavier‟s death is true or false isn‟t important. It‟s 
waited this long, it can wait a few more years.” 

 “Yeah,” Creed said. “Exactly.” 

 “It‟s not even a matter of professional pride,” Mystique 
said. “You think you killed him, you remember it, and that‟s 
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good enough for me. Creed never misses,” she said, looking 
at him with a smile. “Logan doesn‟t count.” 

 “Or Banner either, I guess,” Creed muttered. 

 “Xavier didn‟t have any unusual ability outside of 
science,” Mystique soothed. “I refuse to talk about this any 
more. Let‟s go get some lunch. You interested?” 

 “Sure,” he shrugged. “I like the new girl. She‟s got 
moxie.” 

 “Creed, don‟t ever say the word „moxie‟ in public if I‟m 
nearby,” Mystique said with a wince. 

 “She‟s got sand, spunk, bravado.” 

 “Bravada if you please,” she said as they headed for the 
door. 

 “Hell, she tackled me,” he said with a grin. “Now that‟s a 
saucy wench.” 

 Mystique‟s sigh was barely audible. 

* 

 The door chimed softly. 

 “Come in,” Rachel grunted as she pushed herself up off 
the floor. The door slid open and Mystique walked in. 

 “We do have a gym,” she said as Rachel lowered herself 
for another pushup. 

 “Five more,” Rachel managed. She took a deep breath 
then slammed out five rapid pushups and fell on the floor. 

 “Daily fifty?” Mystique said coolly. 

 “Yeah,” gasped Rachel. “Good for me.” Mystique 
nodded approvingly. 

 “I came for a reason,” she said. “I talked to Creed. 
Tomorrow he‟ll ask you to go in and take a look at the 
memory. Tell him no five times. Then finally cave to his 
request.” 
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 “Am I being briefed on a mission here?” Rachel asked, 
faintly bemused. 

 “Might as well be,” Mystique shrugged. “Creed is very, 
very good at what he does. But he has considerable 
limitations, and one of them is his unthinking reflexive 
stubbornness. If he were treated as a soldier he‟d be 
drummed out for insubordination, and even here that is a 
risk. Creed is not a soldier, he‟s a warrior; he‟s not an 
employee, he‟s a resource. So I assist the Project in making the 
most of their available talent. Mind if I smoke?” 

 Rachel raised an eyebrow, and across the room a switch 
flipped. Fans in the ventilation system came on. 

 “Thank you,” Mystique said, lighting up. “Now, 
tomorrow about mid morning he won‟t be able to stand it 
any more and he‟ll come knocking, so be sure you‟re very 
busy with something elsewhere in the base so he has to track 
you down. When he does, refuse to hear him out until he 
makes you. Then say no. I imagine it will be tomorrow night 
when he‟s wheedled and threatened and cajoled enough for 
you to cave. How long will it take to unmake a false 
memory?” 

 “Depends,” Rachel shrugged. “Seconds. Minutes. 
Hours. It all depends.” 

 Mystique looked her square in the eye. “Creed likes you, 
Rachel. He likes your spirit and ability. I find that highly 
unusual.” She stood. 

 “Why?” asked Rachel. “Because I‟m new and already 
contradicting him?” 

 “No,” Mystique smiled. “Because I like you too, and 
Creed seldom has my good taste.” She nodded, and left the 
room. 

 Rachel sat on the floor and blinked. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 “Dammit, Creed, no means no,” Rachel said, striding 
down the corridor as she was harried by the huge man. 

 “Look, I said I‟m sorry for doubting you. But it‟s drivin 
me nuts. I gotta know. C‟mon, Red, at least take a look.” 

 “No,” she said. “We‟ve been over this and over this. 
You think I‟m a spy because I offered to help. You didn‟t 
want my help. I heard your reasons. Why does this have to 
turn into a crisis? And don‟t call me Red.” 

 “I got no patience fer beggin,” Creed growled. “I think 
you better rethink yer position.” 

 “Or else what?” She squared with him. 

 “Come on,” he said, his voice soft. “Help me out here. I 
gotta know if I can trust my head. If I can‟t trust my instincts 
and my memory, I‟ll be second guessing myself in the field. 
That gets people around me killed.” 

 Rachel sighed. “What time is it.” 

 Creed glanced at a wall monitor. “Uh, just after 
seventeen hundred.” 

 “Tell you what,” Rachel said. “Let me eat my supper in 
peace and I‟ll consider it. But just consider it. Okay?” 

 “Okay,” he said, raising his hands and backing off. “You 
got dinner. I‟ll be waiting.” She turned and headed into the 
mess hall. 

 Mystique walked up behind Creed. 

 “Boy am I glad to see you,” Creed said. “She got all 
stubborn with me. First she‟s ready to dive in and monkey 
around with my brain, and now she won‟t do it.” 

 “I thought you didn‟t want to know!” Mystique said.  

 “Took me by surprise,” Creed muttered, scratching the 
back of his neck and looking uncomfortable. “I just needed 
some time to think it over, that‟s all.” 
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 Mystique sighed. She put her hand on Creed‟s forearm. 
“Let me talk to her,” she said with a concerned look. 

 “Would you?” Creed said. “I sure would appreciate it.” 

 As Mystique walked away, she was smiling and so was 
Creed. 

 “The timing?” Mystique asked, seating herself opposite 
Rachel. 

 “Nine forty two,” replied Rachel. She shook her head. 
“Amazing.” 

 “And you have turned him down five times?” 

 “Exactly,” Rachel said. “How do you know him so 
well?” 

 She shrugged. “I know how he tries to get the things he 
wants. I know when to say yes and when to say no. He trusts 
me more than any mortal on this earth.” 

 “Is his trust well founded?” Rachel asked. 

 “Usually,” Mystique said with a secret smile. “That‟s all 
he has the right to expect.” 

 “So you‟re here to talk me into saying yes?” 

 “Just so,” Mystique said. “You up for it?” 

 Rachel shrugged. “I‟ll do my best.” 

 A few minutes later, the three of them met in the level 
below the mess hall. 

Creed arranged himself comfortably on the couch 
in the observation lounge. Mystique looked on, a forgotten 
cigarette smoldering between her fingers. Rachel stood 
behind Creed, her hands gently touching the sides of his 
head. 

 “Hey, that feels nice,” Creed rumbled. “Misty, how 
about wunna them patented massages after this?” 
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 She ignored him. Rachel focused, her eyes closed, a thin 
line of concentration on her forehead. Creed‟s eyes lost 
focus. 

 Rachel opened her eyes, and her pupils and irises were 
lost to opalescent white. Creed‟s fingers twitched a few times, 
but he appeared to be completely unconscious. 

A few minutes later, Rachel gasped, then took a 
long deep breath. Creed jumped up off the couch, chest 
heaving, staring around the room. 

 “Well,” Rachel said, “there‟s not much to tell. And I 
know why. What do you remember now, Creed?” 

 “I cut his spine,” Creed said, his thumb reflexively 
twitching. Rachel swallowed hard. “Then… then it gets 
dim… I see a blue car.” He shrugged. Frowned. “Then there 
was a motel? A train station… I don‟t know. Blood and 
gauze.” 

 “He took control of you,” Rachel said with a level gaze. 
“He took control of your mind and you did as he 
commanded.” 

 “No,” Creed said. “He was into meditation, and drugs, 
and other ways to get mind over matter. But he never 
succeeded. Charles Xavier was not a psycher, I‟ll swear to it.” 

 “Maybe,” Rachel said softly, “he became one.” 

 For a long, long moment Creed looked at her. Then he 
turned. 

 “Be in my room,” he grunted as he left. 

 Mystique and Rachel exchanged a look. 

* 

 “I dinnae like it,” the attractive red-headed doctor said, 
watching Mystique and Rachel on the monitor. “If 
Command finds out aboot this rival psycher for the 
Extechops team—” 
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 “Command doesn‟t need to know about this,” Fury said. 
“Is that what you came to talk to me about?” 

 “That an a half dozen other things,” she said, shrugging. 
“No simple task, keeping nearly three hundred people 
healthy and happy underwater. Leads to wear and tear on the 
mind and body. And I wanted to ask how the eye is treating 
yeu.” 

 Fury absently touched his patch, and leaned back with a 
sigh. “I could see with both eyes again, but it wasn‟t worth it. 
The damn cybernetic eye was too much maintenance, and it 
gave me a headache. I can still see with the eye God gave me 
and I plan to. I mothballed the cyber.” 

 “D‟ye think that‟ll go over well with the troops who are 
getting cybernetics?” Moria asked softly. 

 He was quiet for a moment, watching the flickering 
lights on the “hold” buttons on his phone. 

 “I‟m sorry,” she said. “I brought a report on the 
fluctuations in atmospheric content in the medical module. If 
this keeps up we‟re likely to have an explosion.” 

 “I‟ll get a team on it,” Fury said. “But you didn‟t need to 
come to me for that. You have clearance to authorize a team 
to look into it.” 

 “They did,” Moira said firmly. “They couldn‟t fix it. 
Where is Agent Forge?” 

 “Classified,” Fury said flatly. “Call the team to take 
another look at it. I‟ll send them a persuasive note. They‟ll fix 
it or replace it.” 

 She nodded, not making eye contact. “Then there‟s the 
matter of the yearly psychological profiling,” she said, 
“instituted by my predecessor to assure that there are no 
instabilities that could be damaging to the Project among its 
staff. It starts with the agents and moves through the ranking 
personnel then to the non combatants.” 
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 Fury shrugged. “Go ahead if it makes you happy,” he 
said. “You‟ll find that they‟re all unstable and potentially 
damaging to the Project.” 

 “Which brings us to my next question,” she said. “I‟d 
like to request a transfer.” 

 Fury looked at her for a long moment, then sighed. 
“Request denied.” 

 She tightened her jaw. “I would at least appreciate the 
consideration of due process,” she said. 

 “I hate paperwork,” he muttered, “and the answer 
would be no.” 

 “Why?” she asked. 

 “Because you‟re one of the few people in this tuna can 
with some sympathy for the Agents and the people who 
work here, and because you‟re a damn good doctor, and 
because I don‟t want to run a revolving door agency. You‟ll 
serve here for a year. You‟re four months in. So give me the 
other eight months and then I‟ll sign yer papers and you can 
move on. Was there anything else?” 

 “Nothin that can‟t wait,” she said stiffly, “it seems.” 

 “Dismissed,” he said. He picked up the phone and 
punched a button. “This is Fury. Look, you wouldn‟t be in 
trouble with the press if you kept to the standard sensitive 
document procedure. Distance yourself from our 
organization, destroy your files, and we‟ll get you through the 
courts easier. Try to turn evidence and you may not want us 
involved, got it?” 

 The door hissed shut behind her, and Moria took a 
deep, shuddering breath as the weight of the vast dark water 
pushed down outside. 

 “Scuse me,” came a deep growl. She opened her eyes 
with a gasp. Before her hulked Creed, his face clenched in a 
scowl. He brushed past her, and she watched him go. 
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 Definitely not her chosen environment. She turned and 
left. 

 Inside, Fury looked up. 

 “What‟s the emergency,” he barked. 

 “I need a leave of absence,” Creed said. 

 Fury stared at him for a second. “Denied.” 

 Creed twitched, just a bit. “I have some business I need 
to take care of. Personal business. You gotta give me a little 
time to do it.” 

 “I do not,” Fury said. “Check the rank structure, 
mister.” 

 Creed struggled to remain calm. “When can I go?” he 
demanded. 

 Fury looked him over. “With Wilson and Garrett in the 
field, you and Mystique are the only ones on active duty right 
now. I can‟t justify having only one agent on hand. When 
they return, we can negotiate. Come to me with demands and 
you‟d better get comfortable. Now, do you mind?” He 
gestured at his phone. 

 “Sorry to bother you, Sir,” Creed enunciated, slowly and 
clearly. Then he spun on his heel and stalked out. 

 Fury punched a button on the phone. “Of course not, 
Senator,” he said. “Everything‟s under control.” 

* 

 Fury checked the time. Ten till midnight. He sighed, and 
rubbed his face. Now to read the reports and briefings sent 
to him daily, and he could get to bed around two so he could 
be fresh for his five thirty wake up call. He stood up and 
stretched, then walked over to the porthole in his office, 
looking out into the fathomless depths. 

 Behind him, the door slid open. He turned. 

 “Evening,” Rachel said. 
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 “How did you get in here?” Fury demanded. 

 “That depends on who I am, doesn‟t it?” Rachel said 
with a peculiar smile, narrowing her eyes. 

 “Mystique?” Fury looked down at the scan monitor and 
saw Mystique‟s pattern. “What brings you here at this hour. I 
have work to do.” His voice was flat. “And quit 
masquerading as a teenager.” 

 “I‟m just trying her shape out. I‟ll be brief,” she said. 
“Rachel found something disturbing in Creed‟s head. The 
Project ran a black bag op years ago. Creed was instructed to 
bring Charles Xavier in, dead or alive. Xavier worked for the 
Project under Bryant. Xavier turned out to be a psycher and 
he took control of Creed, implanting a false memory that 
Creed was successful. Now Xavier has emerged as the figure 
behind the Institute. Creed wants to make a move. I think 
that with support he can succeed, and if we let Xavier run 
unchecked we won‟t be able to trust our own thoughts. 
Xavier is the ultimate spy, and if we don‟t kill him we‟ll never 
be safe.” 

 Fury sat down in his chair and watched her for a 
moment, his face expressionless. He pulled a cigar out of a 
desk drawer. “Smoke „em if ya got „em,” he said, snapping 
the tip off the cigar and lighting up. She lit up an expensive 
cigarette. 

 “Okay,” Fury said. “So that‟s what Creed wanted. I‟ll 
make you all a deal. You do something for me, I‟ll do 
something for you. If you can accomplish the mission I give 
you then I‟ll let the three of you go after this Xavier 
character. Fair enough?” 

 “All we can ask,” she said, watching him through 
narrowed eyes. 

 Fury tapped a few keys. “I‟ve sent you the file. It‟s in 
your room. The target is Remy LeBeau, a swamp rat outside 
New Orleans. Project information was leaked to him, and I‟d 
like to know how before he expires. Should be a nice simple 
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open and shut task for three of you. Take Rachel along and 
break her in, see how she handles pressure. You bring down 
LeBeau, you can take Creed and Rachel and go after Xavier. 
Fail, and I‟ll send Garrett and Wilson after him. Are the 
stakes clear?” 

 “We won‟t fail,” she said with a nod. 

 “I‟ve heard that before,” Fury growled. “Don‟t hesitate 
to call in backup if you need it. We‟ve got a military 
collection unit we can brief on LeBeau‟s terrorist activities. 
They can assist in bringing him down if you need the help. 
Results are more important than ego on this one.” 

 “Thank you sir.” 

 “Dismissed. Get outa here,” Fury said with a wave of his 
hand. She left smiling. 

 She let out a deep breath and walked down the hallway. 
Too late she felt— 

 A hand snapped around the corner, grabbed her arm, 
slung her around to smack into the wall. The hand was on 
the side of her head in a smooth motion, thumb lightly 
touching her closed eyelid. A gun barrel filled the vision of 
her other eye. 

 “Don‟t you ever, ever do that again,” Mystique hissed. 

 “He knew it was me,” Rachel said in a small voice. “He 
let me think I got away with it. I can‟t be you. I‟m not sexy 
enough,” she said, holding her breath. 

 “Impersonate me again without my explicit permission 
and you‟re fish food,” Mystique snarled, her voice cold. She 
backed off, lowering her hand cannon. She raised one 
eyebrow, looking amused in spite of herself. “And stop 
stealing my cigarettes. Those are hard to get down here.” 

 “Maybe so, but it makes Christmas easy,” Rachel said. A 
smile threatened. 
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 “Somebody told you teenagers are immortal, didn‟t 
they,” Mystique sighed. 

 Rachel couldn‟t suppress a laugh, and Mystique shook 
her head. 

 “Go to bed,” Mystique said to her, “before I think about 
what you did and decide to shoot you anyway. I‟m 
trademarked. All rights reserved.” 

 “Are you going to bed now?” Rachel asked. 

 “Sure, after I talk Creed out of escaping,” Mystique 
shrugged. 

 Rachel tentatively waved at her. “Night,” she said. 
“Good luck.” 

 “Sleep tight,” Mystique nodded. She watched the 
teenager walk off, then sighed, wondering which of her two 
partners was more grown up. Then she shook her head. 
Enough of that. She wound her way through the intestinal 
corridors of the base and ended up outside Creed‟s room. 

 “Creed,” she said into the intercom. “I thought I‟d drop 
by to see if you needed someone to… cheer you up.” The 
door silently opened, and Mystique stepped into darkness. 
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Reiteration 
May 3, 2002 

 “De swamp, she be a pretty ting dis time a year,” the 
man with long tousled hair mused. He sat on a decrepit 
rocking chair on a sagging porch, looking out over the bayou 
from a vantage a little too close to the water. He sighed, and 
reached for a conveniently placed bottle of whisky. Then he 
saluted the gathering dusk with the bottle. “To da pretty tings 
in Remy‟s life,” he said, and he took a long pull from the 
bottle. 

 He thwokked the mostly empty bottle down on the 
porch again, feeling that pleasant tilt and whirl that kept him 
in the rocking chair and made the world a little harder to 
focus on. He smelled the night scents of the bayou, and the 
heavy tang of mosquito repellent, and the whisky. He looked 
down at his spotted undershirt, boxers, and bare feet. 

 “Remy LeBeau,” he said in a slightly slurred voice, “you 
be a mess, mon ami.” He wiggled his toes. Then he sighed 
and looked up at the first few stars that managed to outshine 
the dim glow of the sunset. Behind him the house was dark, 
quiet, and empty. 

 “Rogue, ma cherie, why you gotta go do dis ting?” he 
muttered to the swamp. “Why you gotta go back to dis 
school? I lef school when I was in da seventh grade. Look at 
me!” he said, flinging his arms wide. “I turn out jus fine. 
Where de whisky be.” He reached down for the bottle and 
held it up for scrutiny. 

 “Now Lady Whisky be leavin me too. Dis verr bad.” He 
sucked down the rest of the whiskey and casually lobbed the 
bottle out into the dimness, where it landed in something wet 
with a splat. He levered himself out of the chair and 
unsteadily stood. 
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 “Chair creak, porch creak, bones creak,” Remy said. 
“Dis place in bad shape.” He shook his head. “Bad shape.” 

 Then he felt a peculiar touch, like a caress on his scalp. 
He stopped abruptly, and his eyes narrowed. Half his 
intoxication slid from him noiselessly. He took a fluid, 
graceful step into the house. Then he prowled up the stairs, 
to the second floor. He headed down the hallway, easily 
sidestepping the boards that creaked. Moving into his guest 
bedroom, avoiding the hole in the ceiling and the floor, he 
moved to the window and stepped out onto the limb of the 
massive moss-draped tree overshadowing the house. 

 Graceful as a panther, he padded down the branch 
towards the trunk. Now standing in deep shadow, he looked 
at the front of the house. No visitors. Someone had touched 
his mind, though, he was sure of it and he trusted his 
instincts. Listening for all he was worth, he scanned the 
visible swamp from his hidden perch. He hopped to another 
branch to check the other side of the tree. 

 He gasped and froze, face to face with a massive cruel 
visage; Creed! In the tree! Remy scrabbled and dove back to 
the branch he had left as Creed‟s taloned hand whipped out, 
missing the lithe man by inches and tearing the air with an 
audible whoosh. 

 “Dis be bad,” Remy muttered as he easily gathered his 
balance on the branch, facing Creed. The massive hunter 
scrabbled after him as he spun and dashed into the window. 

 Remy hopped through the window, then spun and 
snatched at something out of sight. He let out a whoop as he 
brought the shotgun to bear. He opened up with a double 
barrel blast that caught Creed right in the torso; the huge 
man was flung back by the magnum load slugs, blown out of 
the tree. Remy tossed the shotgun aside and dropped 
through the gaping hole in the floor. 

 He splashed down knee deep in water; the shifting 
house had lost its foundation on this side. Scrambling out of 
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the water, he flung open the door and ducked into the 
hallway— 

 Some uncanny sense warned him, and he tumbled 
across the hall to the door on the other side. A shadowy 
figure at the end of the hall snapped off a few rounds from a 
pistol, the bullets slapping through the old wood of the 
house, too close for Remy‟s comfort. 

 He crossed the room and snatched up a loaded 
backpack, shrugging it on. He yanked on a wall panel and 
pulled out a waterproof bag with his passport in it. Stuffing 
the passport in one of the back pack‟s outer pockets, he 
ducked back into an adjoining room as the slim figure with 
the heavy pistol glanced after him. Remy abandoned stealth 
and ran down the short hallway, feet pounding dust from the 
curling and moldy carpet. He shouldered through the French 
doors and dove into the water, bullets drilling through the 
water around him. He couldn‟t help but grin as he swam 
deeper in the water. 

 His pursuer stopped firing and glanced back into the 
house. “Creed, get out here,” she said, all business. “After 
him.” 

 The big man limped out of the shadows, holding his gut. 
He nodded curtly, and dove into the dark water. The woman 
casually snapped out the clip on her pistol and slapped in a 
fresh one. She chambered a round, and waited. Behind her, 
another woman walked out of the fetid house‟s dimness. 

 “Did he get away, Rachel?” the woman with the pistol 
asked. 

 “No, Mystique,” the one with flaring red hair replied. 
“He is nearby, and… he has a plan,” she said, her eyes 
riveting on the ramshackle shed twenty feet away across the 
water. 

 A peculiar throaty whine trembled out of the shed, and a 
large engine coughed to life. Rachel‟s eyes widened, and she 
grabbed Mystique and toppled back into the house as the 
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front door to the shack blew off and a sleek fanboat roared 
out over the water. Remy was at the helm with an assault 
rifle, spraying the back porch with bullets as he guided the 
craft out towards more open waters. He was laughing wildly 
as the boat‟s ten foot diameter fan roared into high gear, 
shoving the shallow craft along the surface and sloughing in 
a turn that carried the boat out of sight. 

 Creed stood up in the shallow water, and looked back 
over his shoulder. Mystique stepped out of the house, and 
she looked at Rachel. 

 “I got him,” Rachel said, her eyes pale and empty. 

* 

 Remy cut the engine and let the boat drift. He opened 
the locker on the boat and pulled out a satellite bag phone. 
In no time at all he had it set up, locked on, and ready to use. 
He punched in a number from memory. After a series of 
clicks, there was a ring, under a faint sheen of static. 

 “Bonjour, mon ami,” Remy said with his most charming 
smile. “Good to hear your voice. I hope you not terrible 
busy? I got a liddle problem here… I know, I know, I only 
call wit my problems, but dis is a good one. You like dis one. 
Creed and Mystique looking for liddle ol me. Dey foun de 
house, now dey tracking me tru de swamp.” He grinned 
broadly. “I knew I could count on you. Same air strip as last 
time, no? I‟ll meet you dere… Course I can steer clear of de 
Project until den. Oh, and one other ting,” he said, his voice 
serious. “I tink dey got a psycher.” He listened, then nodded. 
“See you in a few hours,” he said. 

 He packed up the phone, then looked back the way he 
had come. They were already on his trail, he had no doubt of 
that. With a deep sigh, he started up the fan boat‟s engine 
again. 

“Come, Monsieur Autopilot,” he said to an 
apparatus made of a concrete block, a broom handle, and 
some clothesline. “Off you go north.” The accelerator was 



 

238 

pushed down, the boat kept going straight out over the 
water, and Remy donned his backpack. He leaped into the 
water. Surfacing, he watched the boat go. Should put enough 
fumes out for Creed to follow. He began to swim for the 
shore. 

* 

 Rachel sat in the small fishing boat‟s prow, her eyes half 
closed. Creed steered the droning engine. In the back of the 
boat, Mystique was on her phone. 

 “It‟s unusual for you to request a status report in the 
middle of a mission,” she said coolly. 

 “This is becoming an unusual situation,” Fury‟s voice 
growled out of the phone. “I checked in Bryant‟s log, and it 
tuns out something like this has happened before.  He refers 
to it as the „Louisiana Incident‟ and it involves both LeBeau 
and Logan. About fifteen years ago.” 

 Mystique exchanged a look with Creed. “Creed and I 
were there.” 

 “What happened?” Fury demanded.  

 “You can‟t look it up?” Mystique asked, a faint smile on 
her lips. 

 “Too high tech,” he said. “The logs from the computer 
are so old that our technology can‟t get into them. Crack 
international code, sure, without breaking a sweat. Figuring 
out how to get into files made on operating systems that 
were cutting edge fifteen years ago? Now that’s a challenge. 
Give me the Cliff notes version.” 

 “We lost them,” Mystique said simply, and she snapped 
the phone shut. For a moment, she was lost in thought. 

 The phone vibrated, startling her from her reverie. She 
flipped it open. “This isn‟t going to become a habit is it?” she 
said into the phone. 



 

   239 

 “This just in,” Fury replied. “Private jet just left Stark 
International‟s New York complex headed south. Bring in 
Logan too.” 

 “What about Stark?” Mystique asked. 

 “Far as he knows it was an accident, very tragic,” Fury 
said. “I‟m calling in backup, too.” 

 “No!” Mystique retorted. “We can handle, this, Fury.” 

 “Got LeBeau in custody then?” he said, an edge to his 
voice. “Or did he give you the slip.” 

 “We‟re tracking him,” Mystique gritted out patiently. 

 “Not good enough. You catch him. You have until the 
extraction team arrives to prove me wrong.” 

 For a moment neither of them spoke. 

 “Okay, Fury,” Mystique said. “I‟ll be they‟re headed for 
the old air strip they used last time they escaped the Project.” 
She quickly told him the coordinates; she had them 
memorized. “Have your troops meet us there, it‟s the only 
place they can land their choppers safely anyway.” 

 “That didn‟t hurt, did it,” Fury said. He hung up. 

 Mystique sat quietly seething for a moment. Between 
Rachel‟s psionics and Creed‟s hearing they were all up to 
speed.  

 “We know where he‟s goin,” Creed said. “So let‟s just 
beat him there.” Then he sniffed. “Hey, the boat changed 
direction. Headed north.” 

 “But he‟s still going east,” Mystique said. “Count on it. 
Get a move on. LeBeau has a big head start, and he knows 
the territory.” 

 Creed got a move on. 

* 
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 Again, that cool touch on his scalp. “Damn psychers,” 
Remy muttered. He climbed down out of the tree. “Forget it, 
forget it, no point,” he sighed, looking up into the tree at the 
lovely confusing trail he‟d left for Creed. “Creed not be de 
one following me now. It be dis other one, dis psycher. I jus 
outrun dem.” And he got started. 

 After putting on the clothes in the backpack and 
holstering the .45, he had felt much better. The cards and 
collapsed staff stuck into his belt were also reassuring. He 
tucked the passport and the $5,000 in his pocket and tossed 
the pack. Time to travel light.  

 It was almost dawn when the exhausted Cajun found his 
way to the edge of the treeline, in sight of the small airstrip. 
Too small to have a name or be on a map, this airstrip had 
saved him more than once. 

 He strolled out of the treeline, not bothering to brush at 
the mud that covered his long coat, tough pants, and heavy 
shirt. The buckles on his boots were crusted with swamp. 
But he was smiling. 

 “Pepé, where you be?” he said, walking up onto the 
airstrip‟s runway. 

 “Remy?” came a voice from behind some fuel drums. 
“Remy, dat you?” 

 “Bringin you business, Pepé,” Remy said with a smile, 
walking towards the voice. 

 “Good to see you, Remy!” said Pepé, putting down the 
shotgun and walking out in the open. He was a short pudgy 
man with only half his teeth, but his face was full of smile 
lines. “Mus be trouble on de way! Oderwise you never come 
to see old Pepé.” 

 “Trouble, in spades,” Remy said. “But I got a nice sleek 
jet coming to pick me up, be here in half hour or so. We 
okay for a landing?” 
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 “You betcha,” Pepé said. “You look pretty wiped out, 
mon ami.” 

 Remy nodded. “I‟d like to sit down for a minute fore 
dey get here,” he said. 

 “Go on in, clean yourself up, or jus sit in de chair,” Pepe 
said, gesturing to the low outbuilding with the windsock 
flying over it. “I keep an eye out for your friends.” 

 “Much obliged, Pepé,” Remy said. “You get paid for dis 
real soon.” 

 “Yeah, yeah,” Pepé said. Remy smiled and headed into 
the building, and Pepé watched the lightening sky. 

* 

 The plane finished its picture-perfect landing, and the 
side portal of the sleek jet opened to lower stairs. Pepé 

moved out to greet them. A short man with wild upswept 
hair strolled down the steps, glancing around and sniffing.  

 “Hey, you make it,” Pepé said. “Remy, he be with you in 
a minute. Then you all go, ya?” 
 “Yeah,” the short man said, digging out a cigar. He tore 
the end off with his teeth. “Remy in there?” 

 “Sure is,” Pepé said. Logan headed for the outbuilding, 
and Pepé raised the stun gun and lined it up on the back of 
his head. 

 Then Pepé‟s eyes snapped wide open, and he gibbered 
for a moment. His face began to shift and flow, then he 
collapsed on the runway, form oozing and twitching. The 
gun clattered to the pavement. Logan turned, looked from 
the collapsed figure to the woman standing over it. 

 “Nice work, darlin,” he said. 

 “You should be more careful, Logan,” she replied calmly 
as the gleaming psionic knife dissipated. “Creed is nearby as 
well.” 
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 “You got him, Bets. I‟m gonna go get Remy. He‟s in 
there,” Logan said, gesturing with his chin. He looked down 
at the garbled figure on the ground. “She gonna be okay?”  

 Braddock shrugged. “Yes. In about an hour. In the 
meantime she can try to muster the concentration to ponder 
the consequences of her evil deeds.” 

 “That‟s what all a us are tryin ta muster the 
concentration to ponder,” Logan grunted as he headed for 
the outbuilding. 

 Braddock turned and faced the swamp. “Creed,” she 
said in a clear voice that carried over the bayou. “I am not 
tracking you by scent. The muck will do you no good hiding 
from me.” 

 He said nothing as he rose from the swamp water, 
slathered in mud and weeds. He grinned, and slogged to the 
edge of the mere and out onto the runway. He shook like a 
dog, then settled, growling, into a combat stance. 

 “You Logan‟s girl now?” he rumbled. “Let‟s see what 
you got, frail.” He barked a laugh and came in low, talons 
outstretched, leaping with unreal speed. She took a step to 
the side and pivoted out of the way, and he slashed through 
empty air. Landing in a crouch, he spun and took a stride 
towards her, lashing out. A pivot spun her away from his 
attack, and her fingertips cut into his elbow. 

 He faced her again. “That supposed to hurt?” he 
sneered. 

 She raised an eyebrow. “Doesn‟t matter. For the next 
few minutes, even with your healing factor, your left hand is 
useless.” 

 He looked down at his arm in surprise. Aside from a 
wiggling finger, his hand had gone dead. He glared at her. 

 “It‟s on, now,” he snarled. “No more Mister Nice Guy.” 
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 “Oh, really,” she sighed. “Let‟s end this.” Her eyes 
narrowed, and her fist was bathed in a peculiar purple light. 
With a subaudial hiss, a shard of seething, contained energy 
slid out of her fist, filling out a triangular wedge of light. 

 Creed darted in, slashing. She stepped out of the way 
and put the dagger through his face, then ducked gracefully 
as his lunge threw him to the ground, where he twitched 
fitfully. She sighed, and glanced over at the outbuilding. 
Logan was just reaching the door. 

 Logan nudged the door open with his foot. In the dim 
light of one bare bulb he saw Remy, tied to a chair, his eyes 
staring, twitching thoughtlessly. Next to Remy, a trim red-
headed teenager held a gun to his head and watched him 
with narrow, angry green eyes. “One step closer,” she said, 
“and your swamp rat friend paints a mural.” 

 “Two down, kid,” Logan shrugged. “Gonna be three. As 
fer shootin the swamp rat, you‟d save me a hell of a lot of 
trouble.” 

 Her eyes flared, and she reached into his mind. Her eyes 
snapped wide open and she recoiled, her head bumping into 
the boards of the wall behind her. Logan darted forward and 
snatched the gun while she was distracted. “Did I mention 
my head‟s a mess ta poke into?” he said with a grin. 

 She shouted. He smashed through the flimsy wall of the 
hut and sailed into the predawn bayou in a flat arc. He 
crashed into a tree and plopped down in the mud, his whole 
body tingling and aching. 

 The redhead stood by the hole in the wall, looking out 
into the swamp. She was smiling. Then she spun— 

 Just in time to catch the chair on her head and 
shoulders. It splintered in a most gratifying way, but Remy‟s 
heel whipped through the confusion to smash into her ribs. 
She flew back and crashed into the wall, but he was there, his 
next blow uncoiling at her. She ducked and landed a good 
punch to his ribs, but he was all sinew and bone, and the last 
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thing she saw was his knee lashing out at her eye socket. The 
blow connected hard, knocking her head back against the 
wall again, and Remy stooped with his fist poised to hit her 
again if need be. 

 “Remy, you all right?” asked Braddock from the 
doorway. He looked up with his best rakish grin. 

 “I am now, chere. Good for Logan to bring you along. 
Thanks for waking me up,” Remy said, looking down at the 
groaning and twitching girl on the floor. 

 Braddock knelt by the psycher. “I was in his cabin,” she 
said quietly. “He invited me along because I could pilot the 
jet.” 

“Whatever you say, mon chere,” Remy grinned 
knowingly. 

She chuckled. Then she went rigid. “Hear that?” 
she asked. 

 Remy nodded grimly. “Choppers. We gotta move.” 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 Braddock stood and jogged out towards the plane. 
Logan was just coming out of the swamp and heading for the 
plane as well. 

 “Shall we?” Braddock asked him, raising an eyebrow. 

 “Too late,” he said, shaking his head. “They got missiles 
that could take us down easy, before we could get the 
distance. Time to go with plan b.” 

 “Ah yes,” she said, nodding. “How well I remember 
plan b.” 

 “Dis is bad ting,” Remy said. “I hate plan b.” 

 Just then an ugly helicopter roared into view, and it 
opened up with a salvo of missiles that crashed into the 
grounded jet in an incredible blast of painful sound. The jet 
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exploded, sending them sailing back through the air. Two, 
then three, then four helicopters screamed into view and 
settled on the battered tarmac around the flaming jet. Doors 
rolled open and soldiers jumped out, fanning out to secure 
the landing area.  

 Braddock, Remy, and Logan were gone. One soldier 
found Mystique and helped her rise, another checked on 
Creed. 

 Mystique was blonde, cute, and in charge. “Who‟s your 
commanding officer?” she shouted over the chopper 
engines. 

 “Lieutenant Wentworth,” the soldier shouted, pointing. 
Mystique strode over to him. 

 “Are you Special Agent Teak?” the lieutenant shouted. 

 “Yes,” she nodded. “Let‟s go in there where we can 
talk,” she yelled, gesturing at the outbuilding. 

 A minute later they were in the relative quiet of the 
building. “What was your briefing?” Agent Teak asked. 

 “Two terrorists,” the lieutenant said. “Remy LeBeau and 
Logan Sendry.” 

 “Add a third,” Agent Teak said, her eyes slitted and 
vicious. “Elizabeth Braddock. Each of them is trained in a 
number of terrorist tactics, so treat them as extremely armed 
and extremely dangerous, even if you see no weapons. I 
don‟t think they‟ve gone far, but for now leave the choppers 
running and establish a perimeter while I check with our 
special intelligence.” 

 “Yes sir,” he said, and he stepped out of the building 
and headed for his troops. Agent Teak put her palm on her 
forehead and winced; her mind was a riot of pain. 

 On the roof of the building, Rachel sat looking into the 
gathering dawn. She felt a stirring in her mind, then silent 
speech, clear and articulate in her thoughts. 
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 Rachel, the voice said. May I talk to you? 

 Rachel felt the other mind, the other voice, not prying 
or imposing but simply there. She nodded her assent, if for 
no other reason than the novelty of the non-hostile contact. 

 Twenty years ago we were in almost this exact same situation, the 
voice said. We were a bunch of kids then, except Logan. I was here 
with them. I worked for the Project, can you believe that? I was a non 
combatant, along for the ride to be a spotter for Creed and Mystique. 
My heart goes out to you. 

 Keep your heart, Rachel thought. I have no patience for your 
pity. 

 Aren’t you at all curious to know what happened? Braddock 
thought to her. 

 Rachel was silent, her silence answer enough. 

 Back then the Project had a program for psionics, and I was a 
teenager in its courses. As the hunt went through the swamp, Remy and 
Logan snatched me and spirited me away from the soldiers. I knew for 
sure they were going to kill me. But they didn’t. Even after I had 
tracked them halfway across Louisiana, they took me aside and talked 
to me. Remy told me what they had done to him, but I couldn’t trust 
him. Then Logan told me the Project was evil, and he made me look 
into his head. 

 Silence. 

 Well, you know what that’s like, Braddock continued. 
Rachel bit her lip. 

 I couldn’t go back to Extechops, Braddock thought. I resigned, 
right to Bryant’s face. Then they tried to hunt me, so I pulled every secret 
out of Bryant’s head I could reach and threatened him with it. 

Both women smiled at that. 

Freedom, thought Braddock, is possible, if you dare to 
reach for it. 

Yes, see how well that worked out? Rachel thought, 
bitter. Twenty years later, here you are again. 
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But it’s not the same, Braddock disagreed. I’m free. No 
unscrupulous men give me my marching orders. My mind is my own, my 
choices mine to make. It is worth the risk, worth the price, to be free. 
Just think it over. 

 The contact ended, and Rachel struggled with emotion. 

 Mystique popped her head up out of the building. 
“Rachel!” she said. “Are they still nearby?” 

 “Yes,” Rachel managed, surprised to find a lump in her 
throat. “They‟re not far.” 

 Just then one of the choppers changed the pitch of its 
engine, and it rose from the runway. Soldiers scattered as the 
minigun started spinning. The pilots abandoned the other 
three choppers just before a line of bullets ripped the 
gunships in half, spraying metal fragments across the 
sprinting soldiers. Soldiers fired at the helicopter, the bullets 
ringing off its steel hide ineffectually. Then the chopper 
veered to the west, corrected, and thudded to the west and 
the south. 

 “Damn,” Mystique gritted out. “There they go.” She 
pulled out her phone and punched in a number too secret to 
be in the autodialer. Some ordinance detonated in the ruin of 
a helicopter. 

 “Fury here,” came the rough voice. “Doesn‟t sound like 
success.” 

 “It isn‟t,” Mystique said, her voice sour. “They hijacked 
a chopper and escaped. Send an extraction team for your 
soldier boys. Let us finish the job. They‟re headed to Mexico. 
The soldiers can‟t do this without creating an international 
incident.” 

 “So you were on top of things when they arrived?” Fury 
said. 

 She gritted her teeth. “There‟s a certain way these things 
are done,” she said evenly. 
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 “Poorly. You‟re coming back to base, operation failed,” 
he snapped. “Maybe Bryant was right about you. We‟ll see 
how Garrett and Wilson do.” The line went dead. Mystique 
leaned back on the roof and looked at the rising sun. 

At least he‟d send an extraction team. 

 Down on the airfield, the soldiers struggled to put out 
the blaze with a few fire extinguishers they found in the 
office. It was almost comical. “At least we‟re in a swamp,” 
Mystique mused. 

 A rattling thud, and Creed was on the roof. “I‟m going 
after them,” Creed said. “It‟s a trick. I can find them.” 

 “We‟re being recalled to headquarters,” Mystique noted. 

 Creed snarled, deep in his chest. “I‟m going after them,” 
he repeated, and he jumped off the roof, leaving only the 
aftertaste of his fury behind. 

 Mystique glanced at Rachel, and the two women slid off 
the roof to follow him. 

 As they landed, Rachel suddenly realized— 

 Creed bashed her head, and stars exploded in her 
sudden darkness as she sailed through the air and slammed to 
the ground, rolling with the force of the blow until she 
finished limp and motionless. 

 Mystique came up with a gun, but Creed was ready for 
that; he snatched it and startled her with a head bash to her 
face. She reeled, and he gripped her by the neck and easily 
hauled her off the ground. 

 “Don‟t follow me,” he growled. He shook her once then 
tossed her over to where Rachel lay unmoving. He leaped 
into the swamp and was gone. 

 Mystique clutched her neck, gasping. Rachel lay 
unmoving, blood trickling from her nose and mouth. 
“Medic!” Mystique croaked, her voice damaged. She focused 
for a moment. “Medic!” she shouted, loud and clear. 
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 A quick look reassured her that Rachel simply suffered 
from a concussion, nothing that wouldn‟t heal. She revived, 
groggy, as the medic trotted over. 

 “Look after her,” Mystique said, standing and brushing 
herself off. She looked out into the bayou. “To hell with 
Louisiana anyway,” she murmured. 

 Now it was all in the air. She wondered how it would 
come down. 

* 

 Remy and Logan slogged through the muck. “I hate 
plan b,” Remy muttered. 

 “I think you said that already,” Logan said, “maybe even 
twice. Hell, maybe even thirty times. In fact, if you say it 
again I might have to slice your whiny hide open to see how 
many more you got in there.” 

 “De mosquitoes make you grumpy,” Remy said. “I 
understand dat. I let it go dis time. I know you just out of 
sorts and not your normal charming self cause we been 
slogging tru mud for de past two hours.” 

 “Don‟t forget the heat. If it wasn‟t for you, I‟d be at 
work eatin lunch right now. So don‟t give me lip. „Sides. You 
called and asked for help. Well, there‟s nobody chasin you 
now, is there?” 

 “Whatever happened to plan a?” Remy asked forlornly. 
“Dat would be better dan going into a trance so de psychers 
can‟t see us, while our bodies be stuck up in trees, until de 
soldiers go away.” 

 “Plan a was to let the Project have you. Though I can‟t 
imagine what they would want with a swamp rat who can‟t 
stop whining about his rescue.” 

 “Hey, dey be working on super charmer soldiers next. 
De ladies love dem, dere friends can‟t say no to dem, and dey 
need an expert to teach dem de art of charm and 
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misdirection.” He grinned his most charming grin, the one 
he saved for special occasions. 

 “Gawd,” Logan muttered. “I need a cigar.” 

 Remy‟s laugh rang through the swamp. 
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Like Family 
May 3, 2002 

 Her eyes slowly rolled open, not yet focusing. 
Something was wrong; she felt inertia that was impossible. 
She blinked, then her eyes shot wide open as the surface of 
the ocean filled the cockpit‟s view, whipping up fast. Reflexes 
snapped into action before her mind had a chance to instruct 
them; she snatched the controls of the helicopter and pulled 
up hard. 

 The copter howled in protest, but it managed to 
dramatically change its trajectory. It leveled out just feet 
above the restless sea, then pulled up to a higher altitude. 

 Her heart hammering, she let her senses get a better 
grasp of where she was. The thudding of the engine was 
pervasive and drowned out all other noises. But there was 
something else. In her mind. Elizabeth Braddock did not 
take well to uninvited visitors there. 

 Who are you, she thought, her eyes narrowing. The 
presence; so familiar… 

 For now, let us fly for a moment so we may both recover. The 
voice-thought was clear, articulate, and controlled. It filled 
her mind like clear music after a static riddled broadcast. 

 Her training came back to her, and she glanced over the 
console to get her bearing. Off the coast of Louisiana, 
headed straight south into the Gulf. Her forehead wrinkled. 
This was not her plan. 

 Perhaps, the voice came again, I can persuade you to come to 
Florida. 

 Florida? she thought. 

 Yes. The voice continued: You were just attacked by the red 
headed child you met back at the air strip. She assaulted your mind in 
an attempt to make you crash your helicopter and be killed, and the 
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passengers she thinks you have with you. She believes success will help 
her fit into her new job, and unfortunately she’s right. 

 Braddock nodded. So where do you fit into this? she 
thought. 

 I taught her, the other mind replied.  

 She did not seem so powerful to me, Braddock thought. I am 
not a pushover. 

 No, the other mind replied. You are not a pushover, but she 
struck hard and fast while you did not expect it. 

 She must have incredible range, Braddock thought. Now for 
you: why do you want me to go to Florida? 

 To meet me, the voice thought to her, suffused with 
warmth like a smile. Besides, it continued, the Project will be 
looking for you in Mexico. 

 She changed the heading on the helicopter, and with her 
implicit agreement she suddenly knew exactly where she was 
going. Then the presence eased out of her mind, and as he 
eased out pain oozed in after; she realized he had held off the 
psionic backlash of the attack. 

 Gritting her teeth and closing the eye she couldn‟t see 
out of anyway, she fought the pain and flew east. 

* 

 She set down the chopper with a picture perfect landing. 
It seemed out of place in the clearing. Braddock looked out 
of the cockpit, scanning the area. Her head felt better now, 
after her bio-feedback meditations while flying. 

 Two men stepped out of the shadows at the edge of the 
treeline. They were dressed in double-breasted suits, they had 
long hair pulled back in ponytails, and each held a 
submachinegun.  

 She recognized them, recognized their clumsy touches 
on her mind, and everything fell into place. She stepped out 
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of the copter and stretched. Then she leveled her eyes on the 
first one. 

 “How about it, Dane?” she said, pulling his name swiftly 
and gracefully from his mind. “Are we going to see Xavier 
now?” 

 “Yes,” he said, and he turned and went into the verdant 
treeline. She followed, and Henk followed her. After a few 
minutes of walking along an almost invisible trail, they 
emerged on the shoulder of a two lane road, where a black 
Lincoln was parked waiting for them. Henk got in the drivers 
seat, Braddock in the passenger side, and Dane in the back. 
Then they were on the road. 

 “So,” Braddock said. “Xavier came to Florida from 
Colorado. What brought him here?” 

 “He wishes to see the doctor,” Dane said in his heavily 
accented voice. “About his legs.” 

 “That‟s enough!” Henk snapped in Norwegian. Dane sat 
back and said nothing further. 

 Betsy watched the scenery slip past outside the car 
window. So green, so lush. She realized they must be near the 
Everglades. The drive only lasted about ten minutes, then the 
tires crunched on gravel as they pulled up in front of a ranch 
house that backed up to the swamp. 

 “We are here,” Henk said shortly, getting out of the car. 

 Braddock unfolded from the car, and glanced down at 
herself. There were only traces of mud on her black bodysuit 
from her brief foray into the Louisiana swamp before she 
stole the helicopter that brought her here. She was 
presentable enough for the man she knew would meet her on 
the porch. She followed Henk and Dane, in no great rush to 
get to the inevitable. 

 “Hello, Ms. Braddock,” he said in a calm and cultured 
voice. She raised her eyes to meet his gaze. 
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 “Hello, Mr. Xavier,” she said. He was seated in his 
wheelchair, dressed in a tan suit, his head shining and bald, 
his eyebrows a bit too upswept. He had a most charming 
smile. A shiver ran up her back. The raw presence he 
radiated, even at rest, was formidable and strong. Its currents 
swirled around her and she made an effort to seal her mind. 

 “I wanted to apologize for interfering with your escape,” 
Xavier said. 

 “On the contrary,” she replied, “you saved me from a 
most unpleasant demise. You mentioned that the Project‟s 
psycher has range. Hers is nothing compared to yours, 
undoing her attack and saving my life.” 

 “Not only that,” he nodded, “I gave her the impression 
she had succeeded. If the Project is sloppy, and I have no 
reason to believe they will not be, then they could operate 
under the false assumption that you, Logan, and Remy were 
in that helicopter when it crashed.” 

 “That could be useful to me,” she mused. “I had a life, 
but now that all this has come up again after all these years, I 
don‟t know that I could return to it.” She looked down at her 
hands; so slim, so strong, so different than they had been. 
She closed her hands into fists and closed her thoughts 
before she remembered what her hands had done in the near 
past. 

 “Let‟s not stand on the porch and converse,” Xavier 
said pleasantly. Dane stepped behind him, and turned his 
chair. They headed into the dimly lit house. “Your curiosity 
as to why I am here is quite a tingle.” 

 “Not the words I would have chosen,” she said dryly. 

 They turned and headed into what looked like a modern 
parlor. There were two couches, a dining room table, and an 
entertainment center on the far side of the room. Dane 
pushed Xavier up to the table, and Braddock sat opposite 
him. The two men in suits stepped back unobtrusively. 
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 “After you and Silent and that repulsive little man Logan 
left me in my Chateau,” Xavier began, “I had four days to 
think things over. Four days in the silent stuffiness of the 
half of my command center that survived the collapse of my 
estate. Before Geraint‟s digging crews reached me, I came 
face to face with myself. Some might say it was the lack of 
oxygen, but I had an epiphany. I realized something that I 
had missed all these years.” He sighed. “The secrets of the 
mind are not enough, Ms. Braddock. I always knew that,” he 
said, tapping his temple, “but I didn‟t know it,” he added, 
tapping his chest. 

 “It was right in front of me the whole time. The physical 
training you underwent is an example of how the body and 
the mind need to work together, a holistic effort, in order to 
be a healthy psion. For too long I accepted that there was a 
trade; I lost the use of my legs and gained the world of 
thought. I decided that it was a good trade, that I would rather 
have the powers of my mind than be able to walk. But you 
see,” he said, leaning forward, “in examining my life I 
realized that it is a false trade. To put it another way, how can 
I lead others to discover the power of their minds, how can I 
show the world there is a better way, if I cannot overcome 
the basic handicap of being unable to walk?” 

 He leaned back. “I want to have my cake and eat it too. 
Before I am credible in bringing others into a better world I 
need to demonstrate that I have the determination, skill, 
courage, and creativity to overcome my personal weakness.” 

 “So you‟re going to learn to walk using telekinetics?” 
Braddock asked. 

 “Oh no,” he smiled. “That is not one of my gifts. 
Science, my dear Ms. Braddock. I have sought out science 
that will be my answer.” His smile was less pleasant. 

 The front door closed, and everyone in the room 
reached out mentally to check the newcomer. A few 
moments later he walked into the room. 
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 “Hello,” he said. “Er, I‟m Kurt Connors,” he said to 
Braddock. “How do you do.” 

 She stood and walked over to him, extending her hand 
palm down. “Elizabeth Braddock. Pleased to meet you.” 

 He clasped her hand with his, and she noticed his other 
arm was missing, only an empty sleeve pinned at the 
shoulder. “Xavier didn‟t tell me we were having company,” 
he said, glancing at the man in the chair. 

 “Is your family situated for the weekend?” Xavier asked. 

 “Yes,” Connors said. “We can get ready.” 

 “I‟m afraid I‟m in the dark as to what‟s going on,” 
Braddock said. 

 Connors glanced at Xavier, who nodded. “Well,” 
Connors said, “Charles Xavier is going to be able to walk by 
this time next week.” He smiled. 

 “Really,” Braddock said, raising an eyebrow. 

 “Perhaps it‟s time to tour the lab?” Xavier suggested. 

 A few minutes later the door opened in the laboratory, 
and they trooped in.  

 “This is my lab sweet lab,” Curt said, gesturing. 
Braddock looked over the equipment in the large room, 
taking it in. The room was an open two stories tall with a 
narrow balcony, but the far wall was composed of vast 
picture windows that looked out over the verdant untouched 
swamp behind the house. It was quite beautiful in the fading 
of the day. The trees were draped in Spanish moss, the dark 
rippling water‟s reflection was a blend of sky and growth. 
Right behind the house a huge mangrove rose free of the 
water, its roots stained and discolored by the shifting 
waterline.  

 Inside the lab, there were two tables surrounded by 
equipment. Braddock recognized the electron microscope, 
the centrifuge, the freezers, the transfusion equipment, and 
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monitors for vital signs. Half the equipment in the room was 
beyond her skill. 

 “Impressive,” she said. 

 “Thanks,” he grinned. “My family doesn‟t really approve 
of this being attached to our house, but I like it for the same 
reason they don‟t,” he said, trotting down the stairs into the 
lab. “Ease of access.” 

 Dane wheeled Xavier down the ramp, and Braddock 
followed. 

 “Do you mind letting me know what technique you plan 
to use?” Braddock asked. Connors looked at Xavier. 

 “Nothing to hide from you, really,” Xavier said to her. 
“My cure is on its way right now.” 

 “Very spare, very subtle,” Braddock said. “Care to 
elaborate?” 

 Xavier turned his chair to face the windows, and his 
brow creased. He steepled his fingers. “Do you know how I 
came to be in this condition?” he asked. Braddock shook her 
head. 

 “Mm,” he said. There was a long moment of quietness. 
“I was a young man, working for the Project at one of their 
satellite sites. They paid me to do research I did not want to 
do, and I used their funds to finance my work on unlocking 
the power of the mind. Meditation techniques, physical 
regimens, pharmaceuticals. You must remember it was 
during the New Age silliness that I was doing all this, and I 
was, as I said, a young man. You recall Bryant?” he said 
without looking. She nodded. 

 “Well, Bryant decided I had been given enough rope to 
hang myself, using Extechop time and money on my own 
personal interests instead of developing weapons for them. 
So he sent his pet monster, Victor Creed, to „collect‟ me.” 
Xavier was silent for a moment, and Braddock felt a tremor 
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in his thought. She could almost see his face from where she 
was standing. She did not move to get a better view. 

 “He decided,” Xavier continued, his voice steady, “to 
take me alive and return me to the Project. To insure that I 
would not escape, he cut my spine with his talons. I lost the 
use of my legs, but in that moment of supreme agony and 
terror the final barriers I had faced in my mind were 
sundered. I came into power I had only dreamed of before. 
The worst day of my life became also the best day. I took 
Creed‟s mind from him and he became my puppet.” Xavier 
was silent, his eyes pointed at the swamp, seeing events from 
long ago. Braddock and Connors waited. 

 “As my puppet, he bound my wounds, took me to a 
motel, got me food, then booked me passage on a train. 
Dropped me off at the station. I made him buy himself a 
ticket for the train after mine, so when he put me on a train I 
wiped his memory and supplied him with a new one. He was 
very self congratulatory as he used the ticket I made him buy. 
I recovered from most of my injuries, set about using my 
gifts to unlock and increase potential, and founded the 
Institute. I find it highly ironic that the Project once again 
brought disaster to me, but has not discovered that I am still 
alive.” 

 “Why are you telling me all this?” Braddock asked. 

 “Two reasons,” Xavier said crisply, spinning his chair to 
face her. “I want to be completely honest with you so you 
will trust me. Secondly, you know Creed and the Project. 
They have hunted you in turn.” 

 They were both quiet for a moment. “Please come with 
me,” Xavier said. He wheeled back up the ramp. Braddock 
glanced at Connors, who was busy with his preparations. She 
turned and followed Xavier. 

 He wheeled into the dining room. She took a seat. They 
sat for a while, not making eye contact, not speaking, their 
thoughts quietly behind private fences. 
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 “You and I,” Xavier said, “are connected. Both our lives 
were improved then ruined by the Project. I taught you how 
to use the talents you had, and because of me you are more 
powerful than you ever could have dreamed of being. You 
have brought me disaster, too,” he said, his mind in the 
snowy mountains. 

 “I can‟t join you,” she said simply. 

 “We are like family, you and I,” he said. “That is why 
you did not kill me, even though you were programmed to 
kill all your enemies. We may not get along, but there is a 
bond deeper than blood that connects us, connects most 
who have free range on the psychic plane. Together we could 
accomplish so much.” His eyes were wide, his voice soft and 
pleading. She felt no trace of mental manipulation. She 
sighed, and bit her lip. 

 Then she thought of Logan. The rest was easy. 

 “I can‟t,” she said softly. “I don‟t want to make my 
living out of cloak and dagger missions, secret clashes with 
the enemy, endless struggle for scraps of power. That‟s not 
who I am, or I would have succumbed to the ninja training. I 
chose life then, and I choose it now. What you want to do 
with your life is to unlock more psychic potential in others. 
But why? For their enlightenment? Or to create agents who 
will help you achieve your ends?” She shook her head. “I‟m 
sorry, Charles.” 

 He lowered his head. “So am I.” 

 His attack was so swift it was not fully formed in his 
mind before the full brunt of his psionic power smacked into 
the woman across the table. She toppled out of the chair and 
lay on the floor, blood seeping from her eyes, ears, nose, 
mouth. He sighed and closed his eyes. 

 “Put her in the restraint chamber,” he said softly. The 
two men in suits moved to comply. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

 Creed crouched in the thick undergrowth of the road 
side and watched the house. Here. He had caught a whiff of 
Braddock not too long ago, and now he was looking at the 
house that was the only thing on the road. He wondered if 
she had stopped here. 

 A nasty smile crawled across his face. Might as well go 
ring the doorbell. He slunk out of the undergrowth, shook 
like a dog, straightened his jumpsuit, then strolled up the 
front porch. It creaked under his massive weight. He reached 
for the doorbell then stopped cold. 

 Sniffed. 

 Sniffed again. 

 Glanced around; something was very wrong here. For 
one, he smelled Xavier all over the place. By now he had 
accepted that Xavier lived, but his sniffer didn‟t like it one 
bit. But there was something else. The wind blew across the 
porch, and he had not been upwind of this location. So how 
could he catch a whiff of his own scent? 

 He backed off the porch, still looking around. The hair 
on the back of his neck prickled. 

 In a single uncoiling of muscle, he leaped to the roof 
and looked around. Ranch house, one level, built into the 
ground and almost into the swamp; one story in the front, 
two in the back. He prowled along the roof, then stopped. 
Sniffed. He smelled only the normal smells of roofing and 
swamp, but not twenty feet from him stood a bald man in a 
turtleneck. 

 “Xavier?” Creed managed, his heart freezing for a 
moment, his voice dying. 

 The young man stared at him coldly, then smiled. 

 “You‟re standing,” Creed said, pointing with a trembling 
finger. 
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 One of Xavier‟s unnaturally steep eyebrows raised, and 
his smile turned cruel. 

 Creed did the only thing there was for him to do. He 
leaped, slashing. 

 Xavier ducked, and Creed somehow missed. Landing 
heavily, he spun. Xavier had made no sound following his 
leap, but now he leaned forward. Creed slashed, and his 
claws whipped right through the image of Xavier. 

 Then that leering face touched his own. Entered the 
front of his head. 

 The psychic projection faded, and Creed slowly and 
uncertainly stood. Grinned broadly. Creed hopped off the 
house and walked inside. He strolled through the house, 
knowing the way, finding the lab. 

 Xavier was already on the operating table, face down. 

 “Finally made it,” Creed growled to Connors, who 
smiled. 

 “Right up here, Mr. Creed,” he said. He led the 
behemoth to the other table and strapped him into the 
restraints. “Okay,” he said, “I‟ll get your iv‟s going.” He 
worked with Creed for a few minutes, and Creed was the 
very picture of a docile patient. 

 Connors returned to Xavier‟s table. He began preparing 
the anesthetic syringe.  

 “Doctor,” Xavier said. “Regeneration is your specialty. 
If this works for me, you‟ll be famous.” 

 “Fame is not what I‟m after,” Connors said with a wry 
smile. “If this works for you I‟ll have a new tool in my 
toolbox for addressing my own infirmity. Cells must be easier 
to reconstruct than entire limbs.” 

 Xavier smiled. “I cannot thank you enough,” he said. 

 “My pleasure,” Connors replied. 
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 The lights snapped out. 

 “Um…” Connors hesitated. 

 “Do not administer the anesthetic until I command it,” 
Xavier said, his voice cold. “Go free Creed. He‟s going to 
check it out.” 

 The doctor took a few minutes to fumble the restraints 
open using only one hand, and Xavier was silent on his table. 
Finally Creed stepped out, glanced at the doctor, then 
padded into the dark house. 

 “Do you have a backup generator for the lab?” Xavier 
asked, his voice strained. 

 “Um, why, yes!” the doctor said, brightening. “And 
most of the heavy equipment won‟t be necessary for this 
procedure.” 

 “By all means,” Xavier murmured, “fire it up.” 

* 

 Very odd, Xavier decided. If he was interpreting Creed‟s 
senses right, the whole house smelled of Creed but not of 
Creed. Familiar, but too different to be simply explained. 
Creed‟s body and subconscious were riled by the scent, 
angered and confused. Probably compounded by the 
possession. Xavier smiled, and Creed‟s body did too. 

 The body and its mind reached the breaker box. 
Everything fine there. He wandered out the front porch and 
looked out into the dimness. There. Power line, neatly 
snipped, laying on the ground. Hm. 

 Movement. 

 Xavier was too slow interpreting what the body was 
telling him. The foot caught him precisely where the spine 
meets the skull, and Creed pitched forward, pain flaring 
through the body and threatening Xavier‟s control. They hit 
the ground, and the body leaped up of its own accord. 

 Braddock waited, eyes dark with fury. 
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 Creed‟s body growled all by itself. Braddock had nothing 
to say. She whipped towards him. Pain registered more 
slowly than the blows hit the body; first the kneecap split, a 
knife-hand strike through the veins in his thigh, a forearm 
blow thudding home in his gut that lifted the body off the 
ground and sent it through the air. She looked so small from 
this body, but her strength was incredible. Rather, her focus. 

 Xavier remembered the body had tried a clumsy swing 
before being knocked down. 

 The body hopped up, and Xavier relaxed his control a 
little; Creed was a better fighter than he was. Lock slashed in 
again, shards of psionic energy snapping out of her fists. 

 Ah yes. There‟s the solution. Xavier and Creed smiled. 
She ducked Creed‟s swing and neatly slid the psi-knife into 
his forehead. End of battle. 

 With a shriek she was flung back. Those knives could be 
made to work both ways, if the target is ready. An exchange 
of psionic attacks, and she was unprepared and worsted. 

 In the lab, Xavier grunted and gripped the table. Creed 
was furious and had almost enough pain to shrug Xavier‟s 
control off; the attack that had moved through Creed‟s mind 
left Xavier‟s grip tenuous. Creed got some leverage. The 
struggle lasted for a moment, then Creed was firmly under 
Xavier‟s control once more. 

 Creed hopped towards her where she reeled, blood 
freely flowing again, and Xavier knew that the feedback from 
her attack must have played hell with the psychic beating she 
took in the copter compounded by the one he had delivered 
in the dining room. Creed put the full strength of his body 
into a backhanded blow that caught her in the chest and sent 
her sailing up onto the porch; she slammed off the wall, 
cracking the wood, and sprawled. 

 Creed picked Braddock‟s limp body up. He carried her 
into the house. 
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* 

 “Make your point, doctor,” Xavier said patiently. 

 “I‟m just saying,” Connors continued, “if the power was 
on, then she couldn‟t get out of the containment chamber, 
right? So she had to escape after the power was cut.” He 
finished strapping Braddock down on the spare bed. 

 Xavier‟s forehead wrinkled. “Indeed.” He pursed his 
lips. “All the more reason to do this as quickly as we can. I 
don‟t want Creed to… change his mind about this.” 

 Connors sighed and ran his hand through his hair. “We 
have the transfusion equipment set. As soon as I get the feed 
going, then I can make some experimental cuts to know 
when the healing factor kicks in. Then, I head for your spine. 
I‟ve located the damage, it should be possible to trick your 
body into thinking that the damage is new, so it will heal.” 

 “I am in your hands,” Xavier said, his voice muffled. 

 “Hiya,” came a voice from the doorway. Dane and 
Henk spun, reaching for their weapons, when a single hollow 
point round snapped into each of their foreheads at the same 
time, spraying their psychic potential all over the walls 
behind them. 

 “Damn I‟m good,” the man in the doorway said, 
brandishing a faintly wisping pistol in each hand. He lined 
them up on the doctor. His face was covered in a mottled 
black and gray mask, and he wore low-light goggles. He was 
dressed in a dark combat suit with a harness that held 
pouches and weapons. He chuckled, an oddly wet sound. 
“Boo! No, really, sorry about this but I can‟t let any more 
mad scientists carve up the big guy. He‟s like a brother to me. 
Very much like a brother, actually. Hey Xavier, I thought you 
were the bright boy of your think tank. Shouldn‟t you know 
better than to try a stunt like this?” 

 The newcomer in the stealth camouflage holstered one 
of his pistols and sidled over to the table with Creed. He held 
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the gun steady, and slid a black knife out of its sheath. 
“This‟ll just take a minute. I‟ll understand if you want to cut 
up Cue Ball there, don‟t let me stop you. I just need Agent 
Fang and we‟re outa here.” He jammed the knife into each 
buckle in quick succession, twisting them loose. The heavy 
straps had no tightness. 

Creed lunged out of the restraints and snatched the 
newcomer, yanking him into a lethal embrace. A thick arm 
wrapped around his shoulders, neck, and chin, and the other 
arm wrapped around his ribs. 

 “Twitch and die,” growled Creed. 

 Connors started edging away from Xavier, Creed, and 
the newcomer. 

 “Why can‟t I sense you?” Xavier asked, his eyes 
narrowed. He could not look at the newcomer, but he could 
hear him. 

 “My‟cus I got a et lmt,” the newcomer managed. Creed 
relaxed his grip a little. “Because I have a net helmet,” he said 
again. “Forge made „em to keep you outta our skulls. I really, 
really wish Creed had one right now. I assume you‟re 
controlling what there is of his brain, because he hasn‟t 
known me long enough to want to kill me on sight during a 
rescue. Only about ten people in the whole world who‟d 
want to do that.” 

 “Shut up,” Xavier said shortly. “You have one chance to 
tell me why I shouldn‟t kill you. I have business to attend to.” 

 “I can‟t think of any good reasons why you shouldn‟t kill 
me,” the newcomer said, “but I got a damn good one why 
you shouldn‟t get back to attending to your business, if you 
mean going under the knife.” 

 “What‟s that?” Xavier asked. 

 “Yo Creed, let‟s move where Xavier can see me.” 
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 Creed moved around to face Xavier where he lay on the 
table. “Now put me down,” the newcomer said. Creed 
hesitated, then put him down, keeping one taloned hand on 
the back of his neck. A simple muscular flex would snap his 
neck, maybe take his head off. 

 The newcomer eased his wallet out and pulled out a 
picture. “See this?” he said, holding it up. A handsome young 
man in an Air Force uniform was smiling like a geek in front 
of an American flag. “That‟s me, the before picture. Hey 
presto, it becomes this,” he said, gripping the neck of his 
mask and peeling it up with a hideous squelching suck. Long 
ropes of mucus-like goo hung between the mask and the 
sodden, vile face of the commando. 

 Silence was deep for a moment as all eyes were riveted 
on the oozing glisten of his face. 

 “My whole body is like this,” he said softly, his voice 
cold, “because they thought they could give me Creed‟s 
healing. Doc,” he said sharply, looking at Connors. “You sure 
you can prevent this from happening to Xavier?” 

 “No,” Connors said, his face ashen. “No, I can‟t be 
sure.” 

 “Turn Braddock and Creed over real nice and easy and 
I‟ll most likely forget I saw you.” 

 “Is that so,” Xavier said. His tone was cold. A wisp of 
smoke came up from the mesh helmet as it started to twist. 

 “Ut oh,” the sticky man said, stiffening as Xavier pushed 
through the rudimentary defense of the net helmet. He could 
not raise his arm to fire. 

 Then Xavier‟s eyes went wide and he slumped. 
Braddock stood behind him. She tossed the syringe to the 
side and narrowed her eyes, staring at the man who was now 
gripping his steaming head. Her eyes were blood-shot, and 
her nose and ears and tear ducts were rimed with blood. She 
stood, however, straight and ready. 
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 “Now what?” she asked. 

 The commando looked up, and smiled. His whole face 
bunched like raw torn meat. “I figure Creed‟s the only one 
that needs to walk out of this besides me,” he said. In a swift 
motion he whipped up his two guns— 

 The ninja woman was faster. He had not seen the 
scalpels she held, one in each hand. Her hands swiftly 
twitched, releasing the scalpels at the perfect moment; they 
sliced through the air and thudded deep into his eyes. He let 
out a choking scream and staggered back, dropping his guns. 

 “Okay, that’s IT!” the commando screamed. He reached 
behind his belt, his world flaring and exploding with 
incredible pain. He pulled out a small pump grenade launcher 
and snapped off an incendiary grenade towards where the 
woman and the professor and the doctor had been standing a 
moment ago. 

He could not see, but he could feel the concussive 
eruptions of flame and shrapnel. He hollered and pumped 
out several more rounds, destroying the lab. Falling to his 
knees, he put down the four-round weapon and yanked the 
scalpels out of his eye sockets. He felt an unbearable 
agonizing itch as his eyes began to grow back, sealing and 
reconstituting themselves. The scalpels had cut deep into the 
optic nerve; this could take a little while. He staggered up, 
leaving the bloody knives and the guns, and he stumbled into 
the house away from the burning lab. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 Connors sat, shivering, watching his house burn. 
Braddock rested next to him. They were on a branch of the 
sprawling mangrove, not far from where she had propelled 
them out of the window barely in advance of a gush of 
flame. A small cut on his forehead seemed to be the only 
damage Connors had sustained. 
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 Braddock glanced over at him. “It‟s not your fault,” she 
said quietly. “Xavier is a very persuasive man, and you had 
no way of knowing his rather shady past. You wanted to do 
good.” 

 “It will be difficult to explain that to my family,” he said, 
looking into the flames of the house. “Who were those 
people really? Was Xavier… was he killed?” 

 “I gave Xavier a fighting chance,” Braddock said, “and 
that‟s all. I flipped his bed to give him some cover, and I 
dropped one of your fire retardant blankets on him. He may 
live. He may die.” 

 “I should have stuck to teaching,” Connors murmured 
to himself, rocking back and forth. 

 She watched him for a long moment. “You will,” she 
said. Then she gently touched the back of his head. “You 
were experimenting with chemicals when a beaker exploded. 
Next thing you remember you were outside. You never met 
Xavier. You never knew his associates. You have never seen 
me before, or Creed. Sleep, and awaken for sirens. And 
Connors? Stick to teaching.”  

 His eyes were blank as he stared at the flames. She 
suppressed a sigh, then hauled him over her shoulder and 
dropped to the swamp. 

* 

 “But I‟m feeling much better now,” the commando said 
to Creed. 

 “Me too,” Creed said, rubbing the back of his neck. 
From where they crouched in the swamp, they could see the 
fire engines pull up to the burning house. They saw Connors 
stir on the front lawn, then try to stand. The firemen rushed 
to help him. 

 “He‟s damn lucky,” the commando said. He pulled out a 
small pistol. “Think I can hit him from here? Twenty 
bucks?” 
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 Creed glanced at him. “Yer a real jackass,” he muttered. 

 “Oh yeah? I saved your bacon.” 

 Creed sniffed at him. “It bugs the hell out of me, that 
you smell kinda like I do.” 

 “Believe me, it bugs the hell outa me too,” the 
commando said. “Any idea how much body soap and bubble 
bath costs?” 

 “Yeah, I thought yer smell was too girly to be me,” Creed 
grinned. 

 “Laugh it up, fuzzball,” the commando said. “You 
haven‟t gotten to the hygiene part of your training yet. Did 
you pass housebreaking? Not infiltration, I‟m talking—” 

 “You got a name?” Creed interrupted. 

 “I‟m working on a call sign,” the commando said, 
holstering his pistol. He held up his forefingers and thumbs 
to frame a shot, Hitchcock style. “How about „The Shred,‟ 
you know, like what I do to the opposition.” 

 “How about „The Scab‟ cause you pick yourself?” Creed 
grinned. 

 “Too union,” the commando retorted. “I was also 
thinking, like, „Ghost Wind‟ or something.” 

 “Howzabout „Sticky the Meat Puppet?” Creed chuckled, 
a smile taking up his whole face. 

 “No style, no art,” the commando said. “Until we get it 
worked out, just call me Wilson.” 

 “Sure, Sticky.” 

 “Great. A comedian.” 

 “Hey,” Creed said. “How did you find me?” 

 “How do you think?” Wilson sighed. “You really believe 
they let you run around without a leash? I hate to be the one 
to tell you this, but you have a reputation for doing stupid 
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things and ignoring orders and gaily traipsing across half the 
country on a whim. They keep track of you.” 

 Fast as lightning, Creed lashed out and snatched Wilson, 
then dragged him over and wrapped his talons around 
Wilson‟s shoulder joint. “Answer the question or you lose a 
joint,” Creed rumbled. 

 “It‟ll grow back,” Wilson managed as the tendons 
stretched. His fingers crept into his boot and got a grip on 
his knife. 

 “Suit yerself,” Creed shrugged, and he flexed. With a 
disturbingly loud pop, Wilson‟s shoulder snapped. He let out 
a hoarse cry, his fingers going numb for a moment as 
incredible pain washed through him. Creed grabbed his knee. 
“Tell me how,” he said. “I aint bluffin.” 

 “Okay okay okay,” Wilson managed. “Your molar. They 
put a bug in your molar.” 

 “Clever bastards,” Creed said. He righted Wilson and 
brushed imaginary dust specs off his shoulder. “Thanks for 
the info. No hard feelings.” 

 “When I get a chance I‟m gonna beat you senseless,” 
Wilson muttered, cradling his shoulder. 

 “Yeah,” Creed said, nodding. “I get a lot of that. Maybe 
I‟ll let you knock my teeth out.” 

 “My kind of dentistry,” Wilson said, his voice still hoarse 
with the pain. 

 “I kinda like you,” Creed said. “Like havin a little 
brother.” 

 “Only I can kick your face in,” Wilson said. 

 “Yer so damn cute,” Creed chuckled, rubbing scalp 
where Wilson‟s hair would be and sending fluid streaking 
down Wilson‟s ruin of a face. “And gummy.” 

 Not fifteen feet away, Braddock watched them and 
contemplated. Now the Project knew she was alive, and 
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knew Xavier hadn‟t been killed, and they would most likely 
figure out that Logan and Remy weren‟t dead. So much for 
faking a death; still, losing the deception was better than 
making it real. Her thoughts strayed to the two men she had 
left in Louisiana, and she hoped they were well. 

 A mind touched hers. She straightened. Xavier lived. 
Badly hurt, but he lived. Without her help, he might die. For 
a moment, she remembered waking up in the helicopter 
cockpit, water filling her view. 

 She left Creed and Wilson, slipping back into the 
darkness. 

 “Why‟d you cut the power?” Creed asked as she slipped 
away. 

 Wilson shrugged. “Maybe it was a ploy to put the enemy 
off balance and give myself the advantage because I can see 
in the dark with my goggles. Maybe I have a mad-on for 
property damage. Maybe I was just trying to stretch mission 
time out before I have to go back into the tuna can.” 

 “You gotta have a clever name for everything?” Creed 
growled. 

 “Hey, if it was up to me we‟d all be in tights with clever 
callsigns and no guns.” 

 “Yer absolutely nuts, you know that?” Creed said, but 
there was laughter under his voice. “Yer kiddin, right?” 

 “Of course I‟m kidding. How about we call you 
Manicure? Sounds like „man‟ but isn‟t, sounds like „cure,‟ but 
isn‟t. Goes with the whole fingernail motif you got goin on.” 

“Right now, just so you know, I‟m tryin ta come up 
with a reason not to smack your head so hard you‟ll have to 
put a feeding tube down yer neck,” Creed growled, but his 
heart wasn‟t in it. Amusement shone through. 

“Hell, I‟m outa popcorn and the best part of the show 
is over,” Wilson said. “Let‟s get out of here.” 
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 They did. 

* 

 He was unconscious when she found him. She fished 
him out of the deeper water and pulled him up on the 
mudbank, then crouched and waited, watching the burning 
house. A few minutes passed, and the flames were dying 
down. Xavier stirred. 

 “Braddock,” he managed, his voice weak. “You saved 
me.” 

 “I did,” she agreed. “Don‟t you dare try to take control 
of my mind.” 

 “Not sure I could,” he managed. She saw he had 
sustained several burns, and he was in poor shape. “Not sure 
I can stay conscious.” 

 They were quiet for a moment, him breathing and her 
waiting. 

 “Are you going to take me to a hospital?” he asked in a 
small voice. 

 “I haven‟t decided yet,” she said. “Presumably you 
would rather be taken to a safehouse.” 

 “I don‟t have many left,” he said, slowly shaking his 
head, “and none in this part of the country.” 

 She was quiet a moment. “It seems completely insane 
for me to do anything but kill you and walk away.” 

 “I won‟t come after you ever again,” he said, his voice 
weak. “I swear it. Please. Please don‟t let me die.” 

 She let out a long breath, then stood and picked him up. 
He was uncomfortably light. 

 “Geraint,” whispered Xavier, and Braddock was 
possessed of the knowledge of how to contact Geraint. Then 
Xavier slipped into unconsciousness. 
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 She thought for a long moment. She couldn‟t just release 
Xavier into the world at large. If she turned him over to the 
Project, that would be heavier on her conscience than killing 
him. She weighed her options for few seconds that seemed 
to go on forever. 

 Then she had a plan. 

* 

 “It‟s Ms. Braddock, sir,” the assistant said, handing the 
cordless to Mr. Stark where he relaxed in the jacuzzi. “Your 
instructions were to always put her through.” 

 “Thanks,” Stark said, taking the phone. “Hey. Logan 
isn‟t back yet,” he said into the mouthpiece. 

 “It‟s not about Logan,” came the lovely voice on the 
other end. “I have a problem…” she said. 

 “I get a lot of that,” Stark said, sinking a little lower in 
the water. 

 “I have a refugee from the Project who is badly hurt and 
may die. I can‟t vouch for him, but I can‟t let him go either. I 
don‟t know what to do,” she said, a little lost. “I was hoping 
maybe you… He‟s burned, and I don‟t know if I can save his 
life,” she said. 

 “You said you couldn‟t vouch for him,” Stark sighed. 
“Tell me more.” 

 There was a long silence. “He‟s a psycher, Stark. A 
powerful one.” 

 Stark felt an almost irresistible urge to hang up the 
phone and let this one go away. He moved the phone away 
from his ear and his finger hovered over the disconnect 
button. But something inside him rebelled, rose up, forbade 
him. He had one moment to choose. 

 Then the moment was past. He put the phone back up 
to his ear. “Where are you?” he said. 
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 “Thanks, Stark,” she smiled, relief clear in her voice. “I 
owe you one.” 

 No, Stark thought, you owe Logan one. 

 “I‟m transferring you to my assistant to work out the 
details,” Stark said, and he proceeded to do so before he 
could change his mind. Then he sat in the jacuzzi and looked 
up at the ceiling and let his thoughts wander. 

 He wondered how long he had until the Project targeted 
him. 
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 In Shining Armor 
 

May 18, 2002 

 “How‟d you sleep?” the trim man asked as he watched 
the gently glowing monitor over what looked like a tanning 
bed. 

 “Fine, thanks,” replied the woman with dark, iridescent 
hair. She peered at the monitor. “Any change?” 

 “Yes, he‟s responding to the gel treatment,” the man 
said. “He should pull through fine, with very minimal 
scarring.” He looked at her. “Then what is your plan, Ms. 
Braddock?” 

  “I don‟t know what to do when he is healed,” she 
admitted. 

 “He could be a great asset to Stark International, if he‟s 
as powerful a psion as you say.” 

 Braddock looked him in the eye. “Not if you want to 
keep control of your company, Mr. Stark.” She sighed and 
shook her head. “You‟re sure the sedatives in his atmosphere 
will keep him unconscious until he is ready to be released? It 
might be a bit shocking to wake up in there. He probably has 
a great fear of becoming a test subject. Most of us do.” 

 “He could really make me do whatever he wanted and I 
wouldn‟t be able to protect myself?” Stark asked, more softly 
than he intended to. 

 She looked him right in the eye and said nothing. 

 He shivered slightly. 

* 

 Logan leaned against the wall, looking out the window, 
waiting. He glanced at the mirror at the end of the hall, and 



 

276 

faced himself grinning. His hair swooped up away from his 
head with the same defiance it had shown as far back as he 
could remember. He smoothed it down and back. It popped 
up. He smoothed it down and back. It popped up. 

 Just then, the door opened and Logan turned. A slim, 
attractive Asian woman stepped out, a trim athletic executive 
right behind her. 

 “Logan!” the woman said. “Good to see you.” She gave 
him a hug. “How did you know I was here?” 

 “I was just walkin down the hallway mindin my own 
business when bam, I walked right through yer scent hangin 
in the air not five minutes old. Had ta follow, see if it was 
you or if there was gonna be a problem.” He grinned 
broadly, then looked at the man by her side. “Shoulda told 
me she was comin, Stark.” 

 “Not my job,” Stark said, half serious. “I‟ve got some 
work to attend to. Would you mind giving Ms. Braddock a 
tour of the facility?” 

 “I‟d be delighted to,” Logan said, “if she thinks she 
wants to see all yer techno toys.” 

 “Not all of them,” Stark corrected quickly. 

 Logan shrugged. “Hell, any of em.” 

 Braddock laughed. “Lead the way.” 

 They strolled down the hall away from Stark, turning 
onto an enclosed elevated walkway. “Yer in the medical 
wing,” Logan said, his voice subdued, “and I‟m sure you 
know that. Anything I should know about?” 

 “Is this part of the tour, Logan?” she asked, amusement 
in her eyes.  

 “Yeah, we grill all the visitors this way, somethin about 
corporate espiosomthinerother Stark goes on and on about,” 
Logan said, half grinning. “You okay?” he added softly. 
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 “I‟m fine, Logan,” she nodded. “I‟ll tell you about it 
later.” 

 He shrugged. “Okay. Later. So what do you want to see? 
The hydroponics lab,” he began, ticking off the locations on 
his fingers, “the microcircuitry facility, research and 
development, which is otherwise known as the Wacky 
Wing—” 

 “The Wacky Wing?” she asked, raising an eyebrow. 

 “By me, anyway,” he shrugged, not missing a beat. 
“Metallurgy development, chemical analysis, disease control 
center, and, a course, the lunchroom.” 

 “Do you live on site?” she asked. 

 “Yes ma‟am. I‟m in the dorm wing.” 

 “You didn‟t say anything about the dorm wing,” she 
noted. 

 “That‟s on account a I gotta kill anybody who sees the 
secrets down there,” he said solemnly. 

 “I‟ll take my chances. I‟m curious to know what kind of 
home you‟ve found in the midst of all this,” she said, 
gesturing at the complex. 

 “Fair enough,” he grinned, and they walked without 
further comment down through the administrative building 
and out onto the grounds. 

 “You can reach about anywhere through tunnels if you 
know what yer doin,” he said. “Me, I like to get out now and 
then. Keep up my tan.” 

 They moved through a lobby, took an elevator down 
underground, and walked down a long hallway lined with 
doors. Logan stopped in front of one of the doors. “Home 
sweet home,” he said. He pressed the door‟s “open” panel 
and gestured for her to step in. 

 She did, looking around. This room was cooler than the 
hallway; he had left the conditioner running. The room was 
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meticulously neat, if not dusted. She saw a large framed 
picture of a gazebo on the wall, and an easel with a pad of 
newsprint covered with silly scribbles. A battered, 
comfortable chair was firmly in place under a vent to the 
outside. Next to her was a table with two chairs, and there 
was a mini kitchen. A hall led back to the bedroom. 

 “Here we are,” Logan said, his voice betraying a hint of 
nervousness. “This is my home away from home.” 

 “I like the cabin better,” she said absently, “but this has 
definitely been made into your space.” 

 “Yep,” he said. “Um. Hey, you hungry?” he asked 
brightening. 

 “Sure,” she replied, a smile growing. “Are you on duty 
right now?” 

 “I‟m special measures,” Logan said, trotting over to the 
kitchenette. “I‟m plan b, not plan a.” 

 “Speaking of which?” she asked, raising an eyebrow. 

 “Far as I know, Remy‟s fine. We split up on the 
Louisiana border.” Logan shrugged. “I never heard 
somebody whine for so many consecutive hours before. 
When I had a kid—“ he stopped abruptly, then shook his 
head. “Remy‟s about as mouthy as they come. At least Creed 
shuts up when it‟s time fer business.” He opened the cabinet 
and pulled out a skillet, then he opened another cabinet and 
pulled out a can of beans; from the refrigerator, barbecue 
sauce and hot dogs, from the cupboard, molasses. 

 He paused, looking over at Braddock, his eyes 
unreadable. “Thanks fer comin with me, down to pull his fat 
outta the fire. After we blew up Xavier‟s house, I… I 
wondered if I‟d see you again. You gave me that phone 
number, to call if I needed you. I was glad. I was glad I got 
an excuse to call. Cause, you know…” he trailed off, 
awkward, unsure of how to finish. 
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 “It was my pleasure to answer your call,” Braddock said. 
“It always will be.” They regarded each other, and the 
moment glinted as it spun between them. 

 The door chimed. “Yeah,” Logan barked. 

 A hulking man opened the door and filled its aperture. 
“Logan, have you—“ he began, and he saw Braddock. “Oh, 
excuse me, I did not know that you had company.” 

 “Elizabeth Braddock, meet Piotr Rasputin. Pete, this is 
Betsy.” He grimaced as he fought with the can opener, trying 
to get into the can of beans. “Damn techno toys everywhere 
you look, can‟t turn around without trippin over one, but 
they can‟t make a decent can opener.” He shook his head at 
the state of things. 

 “You are Logan‟s… friend?” Rasputin said, raising an 
eyebrow. He stepped into the room and the door closed 
behind him. At six and a half feet tall, he towered over the 
other two. His body was trim and massive at the same time, 
with no wasted space. His jaw was square, his eyes bright, 
and his hair dark and slicked back. He was handsome and 
athletic and confident. 

 She narrowed her eyes. “I am his friend,” she said. Piotr 
nodded knowingly. He looked over at the counter where 
Logan had finally cranked the lid off the can of beans. Piotr 
groaned. 

 “You are not going to allow him to stew a toxic mess 
again are you?” he groaned. “Human beings should not place 
such poisons and trash in their bodies. I am an athlete, and 
you are a work of art. Such as we should not sully our bodies 
with his… his… what is the word… concoction.” 

 “I take it he doesn‟t like beans n franks?” Braddock 
asked, raising an eyebrow in amusement. Logan set his jaw 
and started cutting up the hot dogs. 

 “Not only that,” he growled, “he made fun a my mash. 
My mash, Betsy.” 
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 “You didn‟t like his mash?” she asked Rasputin, 
surprised. 

 “In Russia,” he said loftily, “we have many uses for the 
noble potato. Each of them is insulted by his creation.” 

 “Lissen ta that, willya,” Logan grumbled. “Noble 
potato?” 

 “You must love him,” Rasputin said in good humor, “if 
you can stomach the garbage he makes.” 

 Logan turned and looked him in the eye. “Ruskies otta 
know,” he gritted out, “what a bad idea it is to fight a war on 
two fronts. You mess with my food, fine, but leave her outa 
this.” 

 Rasputin looked at her. “Your accent is English,” he 
said, “but you look Asian. Chinese, perhaps? Are you from 
Hong Kong?” 

 “I prefer my cloak of mystery,” she said with a 
disarming smile. 

 His expression darkened. “In this facility there are many 
secrets. If we are to trust you here, you must not dissemble.” 

 “Dissemble means to lie and deceive, ya meathead,” 
Logan said, turning to face him. “She‟s just witholdin 
information. She‟s here on Stark‟s leave and her credibility is 
good on my say-so. Stand down, Rasputin. Yer dead last in 
the line a people who should bring up trust.” For a long 
moment their eyes met. 

 Rasputin smiled at him fondly. “The little mongoose is 
jumpy today,” he said. 

 “Perhaps you should go,” Braddock noted, her voice 
quiet and impossible to fight with, her eyes bright. Rasputin 
glanced at her, noticed the threads of purple flaring in her 
irises. 

 “Enjoy your lunch,” he said with a charming smile. “I 
will be seeing you,” he said to Braddock. 
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He left. It was quiet for a long moment. The hot 
dogs started to sizzle. 

 “Cultural issues,” Braddock said sagely. 

 “Yeah,” Logan muttered, his voice tight. 

 She sighed. “Relax, Logan. He left. Let him go.” 

 “I know,” he said. “That damned Ruskie hits my 
buttons, though.” He looked at her sideways. She smiled at 
him. 

 “Okay,” he said, letting out a breath. “I made this rule. 
Never make franks n beans while angry. End up with too 
much pepper and molasses." 

 “That sounds like a good rule,” she agreed. 

* 

 His eyes snapped open. His mind, fogged and hampered by the 
drugs and chemicals, reached out. Simple chemicals and drugs were not 
enough to stop him; over the years he had studied biofeedback to purge 
poisons from his system, to alert him when certain thresholds were 
crossed in his physiology. Someone had drugged him. And the horrible, 
horrible pain was still racing through his nerves; was this it? Had he 
been caught? 

 He sensed a sleepy mind nearby, slipped into it; so clumsy, the 
pain and drugs made him clumsy. A technician. Watching over his life 
signs. Some sort of healing gel bath; that must be why his limbs 
wouldn’t move. 

 If he could have, he would have nodded. Satisfactory. Ms. 
Braddock had indeed taken him to safety. He prepared to meditate to 
speed his healing. But first… he reached out with his mind once more. 

* 

 Braddock and Logan headed for Stark‟s office. “I hope 
you had a good time,” Logan said. “It sure was a surprise 
seein you today.  If you hadn‟t showed up, I would have 
spent the day under the chemical lab learning all the 
subcorridors and access hatches. Stark thinks I know more 



 

282 

about the ins and outs of this installation than any other 
single person, including himself. Hey,” he shrugged, “if we 
get attacked I want ta make the most of my home field 
advantage.” He fired up a cigar. 

 “Sounds like you‟ve found your niche as special 
security,” she said. 

 “Yeah, and when I‟m done here I‟m gonna check out 
some of his remote sites, help them guard against infiltration 
and stuff,” he said. “Here we are.” He opened the door and 
walked into the reception area for Stark‟s office. “Hey 
Nancy, seen Pepper or Stark?” 

 The receptionist looked up with poorly concealed 
distaste. “Mr. Stark is in his office. I‟ll let him know you‟re 
here,” she said. She picked up the phone and turned away. 
“And no smoking.” 

 “Hardly welcoming,” Braddock noted. “Aren‟t you an 
employee here?” 

 “Stark picks em for their cold shoulders,” Logan 
shrugged. He bit the glowing tip off the cigar and quickly 
swallowed it. “Save it for later,” he said, tucking the cigar 
into his pocket. “Stark doesn‟t like getting bothered in his 
office by anybody who can‟t bypass this layer of security. 
Don‟t tell her that, though.” He grinned. 

 “You may go on in,” the receptionist said. Logan 
strolled through the door. 

 Stark sat at his desk, his eyes unfocused, a vague look of 
dismay on his face. 

 “You okay, boss?” Logan asked while Braddock 
narrowed her eyes and looked deeper. 

 “He says he‟s started nicely, but he‟s in a lot of pain,” 
Stark said to Braddock. “I‟ve never felt anything like that 
before.” 
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 “He can open your thoughts like you‟d open a computer 
file,” Braddock said. “And make changes.” 

 Logan‟s eyes widened. “Xavier? You brought Xavier 
here?!?” he snapped, looking back and forth from Braddock 
to Stark. 

 “You have a history with him?” Stark asked. 

 “Well, sir, you bet I do. I infiltrated his fancy house in 
the mountains and rescued Betsy and blew the place up. He 
was trapped underground fer days. I imagine he prolly holds 
a bit of a grudge.” Logan scowled. “I sure as hell do. He was 
mind controllin Betsy here.” 

 Stark looked at Braddock, who did not look back. 
“Forge,” she said. “There is a man named Forge. He is the 
only one I know who can make technology that shields 
against psions.” 

 “Not for long,” Stark said, his eyes thoughtful. “I bet 
Xavier could teach me enough about how his mind works 
for me to devise a technological countermeasure.” He was 
suddenly very quiet, his eyes distant, his mind working. 
Logan heaved a deep sigh. 

 “Vipers cuddled up to yer bosom, Stark,” he muttered. 
“Between cue ball and tin man yer gonna make this place a 
regular snake pit.” 

 “I suspect they feel the same way about you, my friend,” 
Stark said, looking directly at Logan. He stood. “Well, Ms. 
Braddock, thank you for making sure we have things under 
control. When does your flight leave?” 

 “This evening,” she said, looking at the floor.  

 “Yer leavin so soon?” Logan asked, raising his eyebrows. 
“Tell ya what, stick around for a while longer and we‟ll save 
you all kindsa time by just flyin in ta where you want to go 
with one of Stark‟s planes.” 
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 “Logan,” Stark said with a pained expression, “I do wish 
you wouldn‟t take such liberties with my personal property. 
The last plane you borrowed didn‟t make it back.” 

 “It‟s fine,” she said, smiling at Logan and Stark. “I need 
to take the airplane from the airport. I think I‟m being 
followed, and it‟s simple enough to keep track of Stark assets 
if you‟re connected and clever.” 

 “Some of them, anyway,” Stark amended. 

 “The planes,” Logan nodded. 

 Stark gave him a look. Logan didn‟t notice. 

 “I was thinking about catching supper before I head to 
the airport,” she said. “Would you gentlemen care to join 
me?” 

 “Sure,” Logan said quickly. He glanced at Stark. 

 Stark smiled. “I‟d love to, but I have some appointments 
and some other business to take care of. I need to get to bed 
by midnight, tomorrow is a busy day. Another time.” 

 “Another time,” she nodded. 

 “Be back,” Logan said with a brief wave. “Mind if I take 
a car?” 

 Stark sighed. “Take a car.” 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 “I think that‟s a dangerous place for you, Logan,” 
Braddock said, idly stirring her ice water with her straw. 

 “Yep,” Logan agreed. “You gonna tell me where you‟re 
going? Or who‟s after you? You need somebody to watch yer 
six.” He clamped his jaw shut. 

 She looked into his eyes, and she saw what he was 
asking. What he would not ask. She looked down at her 
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drink. “I just don‟t think you see the dangers at Stark 
International.” She shifted, her evasion uncomfortable. 

 He sat back, stretching his legs out under the table. He 
glanced around, oblivious to the afternoon heat of the 
sidewalk café. The heat was enough to drive most of the 
patrons inside, so they had this corner of the café all to 
themselves. “I know about some of the danger,” he said, 
almost to himself. “I almost left Stark not long ago. He 
convinced me to stay.” 

 “How?” she asked. “If I‟m not prying.” 

 He chuckled. “I can‟t begin to go into why that‟s funny. 
He needs me, Bets.” 

 “For security?” she asked, raising an eyebrow. 

 “Not from companies and goons, but… the Project 
made a grab at his stuff and they made a regular mess of the 
place. Still, I‟m not talking about that kind of security.” His 
eyes wandered the street. “You grew up rich, right?” he said. 

 “Yes,” she affirmed warily. 

 He shook his head. “I will never, ever understand rich 
people. Maybe you will. Stark, he got everything he wanted. 
Spoiled him rotten. Now he is coming under fire from lotsa 
places at once, and he… he needs… me, I guess,” Logan 
shrugged uncomfortably. “I don‟t know how to explain it.” 
He looked at her for a quiet moment. “I guess it feels good 
to be needed.” 

 “Not only did I grow up rich, I grew up English,” she 
said, a hint of amusement under her voice. Logan glanced at 
her sideways. “Let‟s say I know of a way to understand Stark. 
In the modern age, he‟s the Lord of the Manor.  He protects 
his territory while ruling over his charges with a firm but 
benevolent hand.” He sipped her drink. 

 Logan mulled that over for a moment. “So… that makes 
me his knight in shining armor?” he grinned. 
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 “Sure,” Braddock said, her eyes meeting his. “You wear 
yours on the inside.” 

 “Cut it out,” Logan chuckled. “Yer gonna make me 
blush. Lords of the manor,” he mused. “Do they ever suit up 
for battle?” 

 “All the time,” she said. “They led their troops to the 
battlefields. They had some of the most elaborate armor of 
all.”  

 “Damn straight,” Logan muttered under his breath. 
“Hey, when do you need to get to the airport?” 

 “I can walk from here,” she said. “I don‟t have any 
luggage.” 

 There was quiet for a moment. 

 “I hate turnin loose of you this quick,” Logan said. 

 “I‟ll be back,” she promised, her bright eyes fixed on 
him. “Count on it.” 

* 

  Stark faced the glowing monitor, and adjusted a few 
settings on the keyboard. The bald man‟s eyes fluttered once, 
then opened. 

 “You can‟t talk,” Stark said. “You can hear me. Just 
speak into my mind. I want to make a deal with you, Xavier.” 

 What kind of deal? 

 “There are only a handful of people who can make gear 
that protects against and detects psionics, right?” 

 Correct. 

 “I want to be one of them.” 

 There was a long moment of silence. 

 What do you offer me in return? 
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 “I have resources,” Stark said. “What do you want? 
Monetary recompense?” 

 For a moment Stark felt Xavier skim through his mind, 
a quick tour. 

 No, not money, came the thought, quivering with 
excitement. You can make me an exosuit. You can make me walk 
again. 

 “As a matter of fact, I can,” Stark said. 

 They both smiled. 

* 

 Logan walked into the lounge, opened the refrigerator, 
and fished out a can of beer. He shut the fridge, and glanced 
over to the corner where Rasputin hunched over a pinball 
machine, thwacking the buttons on the side with his big 
meaty fingers. 

 Curious in spite of himself, Logan strolled over and 
glanced at the high score. His eyebrows went up. 

 “Pete, how long you been bashin this thing?” he asked. 

 “I do not know,” the big man replied. 

 “Well, ya got thirty continues racked up,” Logan noted. 
“Keep this up and by the time you leave it a pack of 
chimpanzees could play for two days without going through 
all yer continues.” 

 “Yes,” the huge man said, some heat in his voice. “What 
is the point?” He snapped the ball into the multiball slot, and 
three pinballs were released at once. Piotr stood to his full 
towering height and looked down at Logan, ignoring the 
chaos on the sloped pinball table as the silver metal balls 
caromed around from bumper to bumper, then slid between 
the inactive paddles to disappear. 

 Logan looked back briefly, then popped the tab on his 
beer and shook his head. 
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 “Good luck,” he said, and he returned to his room. 

 No sooner had he settled into his comfortable chair and 
fired up a cigar, beer on the table at his side, then a heavy 
knock hit his door. 

 “Come in,” he said. 

 Piotr ducked through the opened door and closed it 
behind him. He turned to look at Logan. “Do you have a 
minute or two?” he asked. 

 “I‟m off duty,” Logan said. “Whatcha need?” 

 Piotr sank into a chair. “Logan,” he said, “I am alone 
and out of place here. It is taking its toll on me. I am a 
farmer. I was born to a family of farmers and it is all I ever 
wanted to do.” 

 “That so.” 

 “Yes.” 

 “So why‟dja quit?” 

 Piotr heaved a deep sigh. “When I was an early teen I 
fell from a tree and broke my leg. It was a nasty break. The 
doctor put a pin, a steel pin in the bone to hold it together. 
When I returned after the cast was off, they discovered with 
their x-ray machine that my entire bone had become steel 
like the pin.” 

He shrugged. “This came to the government‟s 
attention. The KGB took me from my family, under the 
guise of university recruiters. They subjected me to torture 
and reward in alternating doses, so I did my best to tap this 
secret potential. I could turn my skeleton to steel, then my 
nerves, finally all my flesh and my skin and hair. Once they 
had unlocked this potential within me they gave me to that 
dog, Bukharin, to learn to be a bodyguard.” 

 “Far cry from farmin.” Logan puffed on his cigar. 

 “Yes, just so. One thing led to another and here I am, in 
the heartland of my country‟s enemy, serving one of the 
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capitalists my people have always hated. I look around me 
and see the wealth and splendor, and my heart sinks within 
my breast as I think of those in my home community who 
are starving tonight.” He gently touched one of the chairs. 
“The furnishings of my apartment here would support my 
family for two years if sold in a proper market.” He shook 
his head. “Why am I here instead of with my people? To die 
at the hands of the thugs who were once KGB has more 
honor than to hide in the wealth of the United States. Am I a 
cultural liaison? I have done no such work, and I am not 
qualified to do so outside of Russia. I should live or die in my 
home country.” 

 “Martyrs are only useful to causes and megalomaniacs,” 
Logan said. “You‟re more useful to Stark alive.” 

 “Why should I be useful to Stark?” Piotr said, raising his 
chin in defiance. “He has brought me only grief.” 

 “Stark‟s crazy,” Logan said. “Still, without him yer 
community would be irradiated six ways from Sunday and 
you‟d be dead from Tymaz Nine. Don‟t forget that.” 

 “A good deed does not make a man responsible or a 
good leader,” Piotr said. 

 “I wouldn‟t say Stark was responsible and a good leader, 
necessarily,” Logan sighed. “He is, after all, nuts.” 

 “Then he should not be rich,” Piotr said softly. 

 Logan shook his head. “The two go hand in hand, Pete. 
Wealth and insanity.” 

 “That is why capitalism is wrong,” Piotr said, his eyes 
shining with belief. 

 There was a long moment of quiet, the only motion in 
the room the ticking of the clock‟s second hand and the 
wafting of the cigar‟s smoke up into the vent. 

 “You know yer smack dab in the middle of a den of 
capitalists, right?” Logan said. 
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 “I have felt it deeply,” Piotr replied fervently. 

 “If you don‟t tell Stark there‟s a better way, who do you 
think will?” 

 Light dawned behind Piotr‟s eyes. 

 “Thank you, my comrade,” Piotr said, rising. “I have 
much to do.” 

 Logan‟s grin showed all his teeth as Piotr ducked out. 

* 

 Stark was deep in thought as he strolled down the hall 
towards his office, so he didn‟t see Piotr until the last 
moment. He glanced up. “May I help you this morning?” 

 “Yes, I was wondering if we could speak together for a 
few minutes.” 

 “Sure,” Stark said, half listening. 

 “I‟ve been talking to the cleaning staff,” Piotr began. 
“One of them works two jobs. One is also on welfare in 
addition to working here. He is a single parent with three 
children to feed. This salary and health plan do not suffice 
for his family. Another of your employees cannot have a 
family because he knows he cannot afford children.” 

 Stark gave him full attention. “So?” 

 Piotr blinked. “So,” he said, a little rattled, “these people 
work in the midst of a tremendous display of wealth and they 
cannot feed their families. Those who work should have their 
basic needs met.” 

 Stark narrowed his eyes. “Those who work should have 
needs that match their salaries, Rasputin. If they can‟t afford 
children they shouldn‟t have any.” He looked at Piotr for a 
long moment, his mind following its own line of thought. 
“Whether you like it or not, Communism is a failure. There 
will always be the haves and the have nots.” He smiled a 
brilliant smile. “At least I haven‟t replaced their jobs with 
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robots. Is there anything further? I have business to attend 
to.” 

 “Communism cannot be dismissed so easily,” Piotr said, 
stung. “A handful of corrupt men cannot kill a dream. It is 
the task of each human being on this earth to try to bring 
greater equality to the oppressed.” 

 “Very heroic,” Stark said, nodding. “If they don‟t like 
their jobs they should get better education, learn better skills, 
and build some good habits. If they aren‟t clever enough to 
find or make a way out of their miserable lives, then that 
becomes the government or church community‟s task to help 
them. This is a corporation. Not a trade school. Not a 
community college. Not a church. Not a non-governmental 
organization for relief efforts. I don‟t want a company full of 
dead wood I can‟t fire because their families would suffer. I 
make technology. In my way, I am making the world better. 
Even the communists had division of labor figured out. 
Anything else?” 

 Piotr stood speechless. 

 “Good.” Stark patted him on the shoulder. “Why don‟t 
you work with Potts and get my next Russia trip set up.” 
Stark walked around him and continued on. 

 Piotr stood alone in the corridor. 

 “Nothing else, sir,” Piotr breathed. 

* 

 I am not a popular man. Would it be possible to enhance the body 
suit? Give it additional… protection? 

 Stark rubbed his jaw. “I agreed to help you walk, not to 
make you a tank. We don‟t trust each other enough for that. 
Let‟s stick to a simple exosuit that allows you to walk and call 
it good. I‟m working on a way to build in a kind of psychic 
battery, so your mental powers would charge the suit. That 
way you won‟t have to worry about batteries or power units. 
Trust me, that‟s a good thing.” 
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 Would that dampen my abilities? 

 “Maybe,” Stark conceded. “I can‟t be sure until we test 
it. Your healing is looking good, coming along well. Another 
day or two and we should be able to get you out of there to 
run at least preliminary tests. If I can figure out how to create 
a receptacle for the energies of your mind, that should give 
me a head start on developing countermeasures. I‟ve heard a 
disturbing rumor that the Project has its own psycher now.” 

 She is very skilled in infiltration. 

 “My countermeasures have had some success with 
intruders before,” Stark said with a shrug. “I‟m all for the 
„live and let live‟ philosophy as long as I can protect my 
assets should there be a breach by the other party.” 

 It is clear that we are each uncomfortable with furthering the aims 
of the other, Xavier thought. Collaboration is for the best, however. 
Think of what we stand to gain. 

 “I am,” Stark said, “believe me, I am. But why do you 
even need to deal with me? Can‟t you just,” Stark said, 
gesturing at his head, “take what you need?” 

 I can take the ideas, but not the expertise to implement them. I do 
not have sufficient technical skill to use your ideas without your 
assistance. 

 “Good,” Stark said to himself, nodding. “That‟s good.” 

* 

 Logan headed down the hall towards his room, 
stretching and yawning like a cat. He walked past Piotr‟s 
room and saw the door open. He poked his head in. 

 Piotr was stuffing his clothes in a suitcase. 

 “Goin somewhere?” Logan drawled. 

 Rasputin turned to face him, radiating anger. “I have 
fought against people just like Stark my whole life,” he said. 
“I have fought his ideals. What went wrong with the Soviet 
system is that it fell into the hands of the strong who used it 
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to exploit the weak. No matter which side of the cold war 
you are on, it is wrong for the strong to grind down the weak 
and take from them their dignity and resources. I cannot 
support Stark. I have had my fill of working for corrupt men, 
for whatever reason.” 

 “Now hang on,” Logan said. “I understand not wantin 
to work fer Stark. But maybe it aint so much a matter of you 
working for him as it is a matter of you working for the rest 
of the world by helping Stark become what he could be.” 

 “You talk in riddles, little man, and I have no patience!” 
Piotr snapped. 

 “Easy, big fella. The world is only gonna change if men 
who are half-blind, with iron ideals, make it change. Gotta be 
half-blind so you can‟t tell it‟s impossible, so you keep goin 
when there‟s no point, and you gotta have iron solid ideals so 
you remember why yer doin it. Sane people, like Pepper, they 
give up on nutballs like Stark. Stark needs people like you an 
me to refuse to be hurt, to hang in there with his bizarre 
wrongness until he trusts us and sees that we got a point. 
Needs role models.” 

 “You think we are Stark‟s role models?” Piotr said 
incredulously. 

 “Not fer the day ta day,” Logan shrugged. “But he don‟t 
know how to sacrifice, how to believe in somethin bigger 
than himself.” He hesitated. “Bein a good man aint somethin 
you can take off and put on. It‟s gotta be who you are or it‟s 
worthless. You just can‟t walk away when it aint easy 
anymore.” 

 “I don‟t understand where you are going with this,” 
Rasputin said. Logan sighed. 

 “Fergit about all that. Okay. Stark has some good stuff 
in him, I believe that. It‟s just really deep. Only time and 
patience and effort can bring it to the surface. I think he 
needs people to show him how to believe in something 
bigger than himself. You can say he‟s an evil man, and maybe 
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he is. But he aint so much the capitalist pig as he is some 
kinda feudal lord, takin care of his own, each accordin to 
their station.” He shook his head. “Philosophies are like 
neckties. Hang onto one long enough it‟ll come back in style. 
They come and go. A system is no better or worse than the 
people in it.” 
 “You really believe that?” Piotr said, his voice 
unreadable. 

 “I trust some people who do,” Logan said. “Me, I can‟t 
figure that stuff out. Makes my head hurt, an it doesn‟t make 
a damn bit a difference in the long run. I gotta do what‟s in 
front of me to do. Right now, that‟s helpin Stark find his way 
to bein who he oughtta be.” 

 “If Stark was a feudal lord, would we be his knights?” 
Piotr asked. 

 “In shinin armor,” Logan said, amused. 

 “Would he then be like King Arthur?” Piotr pressed. 

 Logan shook his head. “There are no more kings, Pete. 
Stark doesn‟t have anybody or anything to believe in outside 
himself.” Logan looked sideways at Piotr. “Maybe that‟s why 
he needs us.” 

 Piotr sat lost in thought, packing forgotten. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 Stark gently touched the faceplate of the suit of armor 
that looked down to him from where it brooded in its nest of 
cables and wires. A shiver ran up his damaged spine; for a 
moment he relived the sensation of flying through the air, 
the unbearable crash against the column at Creed‟s hands, 
the leering bloody face, the frozen armor. He shook his head, 
turned from the armor. 

 He perched on his work bench, surrounded by tools and 
components that, together, would equal the sum assets of the 
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public school system in New York. He had studied the 
sensors that read every possible measurable emission from 
Xavier, during times of mental activity and during times of 
rest. He had studied them for the similarities, for the 
differences. 

 For one, Xavier was using biofeedback meditation 
techniques. That masked much of the psionic activity. 
Adding insult to injury, his psionic contact didn‟t burn a 
fraction of his power; it was effortless, like whispering would 
be for a normal person. Stark rubbed his mouth, sitting back. 
So. To get a real reading on Xavier‟s power, Xavier would 
have to use it, and use a lot of it. That should reveal any 
physiological spike that could point to how to harness 
psionics physically. 

 The comm chimed. Stark looked at it, checked the code. 
Pepper. He opened the channel. 

 “Mr. Stark,” she said. “Fisk has sent a representative to 
talk to you. I think he might want to negotiate over the South 
American issues.” 

 “Colombia‟s decision to freeze his assets until they 
determine whether or not he‟s a threat to national security 
had nothing to do with me,” Stark said with a smile. “Serves 
him right for what happened in Brazil. Besides, didn‟t you 
check my calendar? I‟m working on a project in the lab 
today.” 

 “Yes, sir, I noted that,” she said carefully. “But to make 
that happen you crossed out eight other appointments. 
Yesterday.” 

 “Anybody on that list offer me something I don‟t have 
that I want?” Stark asked. 

 She scanned the list, her mouth tight. “Not at first 
glance, sir. Except field reports.” 
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 “It can wait,” Stark said, waving his hand. “Give them 
an extra vacation day and put them up onsite. I‟ll get around 
to it.” 

 “It‟s bad for morale, sir,” Pepper said diplomatically. 

 “Thanks Pepper, you‟re a doll,” Stark said as he cut the 
connection. He picked up the knee articulator, deep in 
thought. Then he punched in the code for Xavier. 

 “Xavier, this is Stark. In order to further my research, I 
need you to stretch yourself. Do something that requires a 
great deal of effort. Can you manage something like that?” 

 I’ll do my best, Xavier thought, and Stark watched his 
vitals. Even here, halfway across the base, under chemical 
influence, while meditating, not a ripple of effort to make 
contact. He frowned. 

 Then he saw stress in Xavier‟s life signs. Stark kept an 
eye on the dozens of output feeds from the instrumentation 
monitoring Xavier. Skin temperature, pore dilation, 
circulation speed, pressure points, chi meridians, and every 
conceivable emission from the physical brain and from the 
physical systems were represented. 

 Stark smiled to himself. “I think we‟re onto something,” 
he murmured. 

* 

 Xavier lay on the bed, unmoving, relishing the feel of 
breathing the room‟s atmosphere instead of air from a tank 
through a hose. The gel treatment had been effective, if 
unpleasant. Patches of angry red, pink, and purple were still 
visible on his skin, but he was out of danger and he had skin. 

 The door opened, and he smiled to himself. “Hello, 
Logan,” Xavier said in an even tone. 

 “I can‟t believe Betsy brought you here,” the short man 
growled. 

 Xavier was quiet for a moment. “But she did.” 
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 “I‟m just as flabbergasted that Stark is dealing with you,” 
the growl continued. 

 “But he is,” Xavier said. 

 “I‟m standin here thinkin about killin you,” Logan 
explained, deep and quiet and serious. 

 Xavier turned his head and looked at Logan. “I could 
drop you where you stand.” 

 “Don‟t I know it,” Logan muttered. He shook his head. 
“I got lucky, in yer basement. You didn‟t go to all the extra 
effort of cuttin through the static ta see what‟s goin on in my 
brain pan. Yer mistake, and you paid for it. But if you do 
anything to hurt Stark for healin you up, I‟m gonna hafta 
repossess that life savin he did. Just so we‟re clear.” 

 “What a droll way to put it.” 

 Logan took the three steps towards Xavier, and looked 
him in the eye. “I got six more droll points I‟m gonna put to 
ya if we have to get back to this conversation, got it?” 

 “I understand,” Xavier said with a small smile. 

 “You aint even a little bit afraid,” Logan observed. He 
nodded. “Okay. We‟ll see how it goes from here then.” 

 The door opened, and Stark walked in. “Oh,” he said, 
surprised to see Logan. “Am I interrupting anything?” 

 “Just a little heart to heart,” Logan said. “We were just 
finished.” 

 Logan left, and Stark watched him go. He turned to 
Xavier. “Is everything alright?” 

 Xavier smiled. “Everything‟s fine. He was encouraging 
me to look out for your best interests. Fascinating security 
you have here.” 

 Stark shrugged. “He works better with minimal 
supervision. So far so good. Now, with my equipment I 
detected a few different possibilities for registering your 
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psionic emissions, and if that is the case, if I‟m on the right 
track here I can refine instrumentation to pick psionic energy 
up at increased sensitivity. Once we can measure it I can 
begin to put together a method to collect and convert it.” 

 “Always a pleasure,” Xavier said with a smile, “working 
with a scientific mind.” 

* 

 Logan squatted on the roof of the building, watching the 
sun come up. He sighed. It had been two weeks since 
Braddock left. He was thinking of her as he watched the 
dawn. Two weeks, and Xavier was still at the complex. Logan 
wondered if Stark‟s business was running well without 
guidance from its leader or whether it was fraying at the 
edges. He had no way of finding out, and he didn‟t want to 
know enough to ask. 

 There. He saw what he had been waiting for. A painfully 
thin man was slowly walking along the perimeter fence. 
Xavier. Walking. From here Logan caught the glint of metal 
from the frames that supported his legs. He could not see the 
thin plate that went up Xavier‟s back to connect to his spine 
higher up, but he had seen it yesterday at Stark‟s in-house 
demonstration of the first psionically powered exosuit. 
Flamin magnificent. 

 Logan dropped two stories to the ground, landing 
effortlessly. He walked into the building and headed for 
Stark‟s lab. He got to the first layer of security and buzzed in 
using his code. 

 A few seconds later: “Yes?” 

 “We need to talk, Stark. Really.” 

 After a few seconds: “I‟ll be out.” 

 “Maybe I should come in,” Logan said. 

 The door clicked, and Logan opened it. 
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 After working through the rest of the security, he found 
himself in Stark‟s personal lab. He had only been in here two 
or three times. He looked at Stark, who was dressed in a 
simple t-shirt and jeans. 

 “Yer workin on plans to make a whole exosuit, complete 
with weapons and armor,” Logan stated as a matter of fact, 
folding his arms across his chest. 

 Stark glanced down at the complex formulae and 
sketchy micro diagrams on the paper in front of him and on 
the screen of his computer. “What makes you think that?” he 
asked casually. 

 Logan shook his head. “You wanna make Xavier totter 
around on braces, okay, fine. But if you give him anything 
else, I‟m gone.” 

 “This is an ultimatum?” Stark said, surprised. 

 “Damn straight,” Logan nodded. “I can‟t work to 
protect someone who arms my enemies. You wanted to 
make him walk, fine, that‟s got a nice charity ring to it even 
though I know better. But how can you begin to explain 
arming that psychopath?” 

 “I‟m sure he feels the same way about you,” Stark 
observed, leaning back in his chair. 

 “He‟s wrong,” Logan said simply. “I‟m one of the good 
guys. I don‟t know what he‟s told you, but he‟s one of the 
bad guys. He lured Betsy to his facility under the guise of 
psionic research and put her through hell and cosmetic 
surgery to make her what she is today. He forced her to try 
to break my mind as a test for her technique. All he has to do 
to have insiders in every industry and organization in the U.S. 
and beyond is think about it. You arm him with more than he 
already has and you cross my line.” 

 “You have a lot of nerve, Logan,” Stark said softly. 
“How‟s your supply of Tymaz Nine countermeasure holding 
up?” 
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 There was a sharp, tense silence between them. 

 “I‟m not tellin you what to do,” Logan said, his voice 
deeply quiet and subdued. “I‟m just tellin you if you do this 
I‟m leavin. That‟s a cheap card for you to play.” 

 Stark watched him steadily. 

 “You know, Stark,” Logan said, “I‟ve stuck up for you. 
I‟ve said that whatever happens, whatever you do that‟s ugly, 
there‟s a good man in you who just needs a chance to come 
out. I believe that, even though I know I‟m not the best 
judge of character. Why are you helping Xavier? Is it for 
money? Or mind control? Or are you just after secrets?” 
Logan stopped, not wanting to say more, not having more to 
say. 

 “I‟m doing it,” Stark purred, “because I can.” 

 “Gotta be somethin bigger than yerself that you serve, 
Stark,” Logan said, slowly shaking his head, “or you‟ll end up 
alone and with nothin that‟s worth it to ya.” 

 “You sure?” Stark‟s eyes were hostile. 

 Logan met his eyes. “I‟ve been there,” he said softly. He 
turned and opened the door, walking out and leaving Stark 
with his designs, his formulae, and a haunting echo of the 
look of pain in Logan‟s eyes. 

* 

 A shadow fell over Xavier, and he looked up. “Ah, Ms. 
Potts,” he said with a warm smile. “Good morning.” 

 “Good morning, Mr. Xavier,” she said. “How are the 
braces working out?” 

 He sighed deeply. “Frankly, they take a lot out of me. 
I‟m exhausted. I have a bit of a headache. This uses muscles I 
haven‟t used in a long, long time, and the method of 
powering the braces is still quite crude.” 

 She sat beside him. “You walked almost a quarter mile. 
That‟s a lot for the first unassisted trip.” 
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 “Indeed?” he said. “That‟s an accomplishment. To be 
able to do that on the second day.” 

 “Yes,” she nodded. “I saw you sitting on the bench and 
I thought I‟d make sure you were alright.” 

 “I‟m fine,” he smiled, “even if my dream isn‟t all I 
thought it was. Fantasy seldom is, I suppose.” 

 She shot him a wry look. “Did you expect to be playing 
football as of today?” she asked. 

 “No,” he sighed, “I suppose not.” He was quiet for a 
moment. “Give my regards to Stark, will you?” he said. 

 “You‟re leaving?” she blinked, surprised. 

 “Yes.” 

 At the gate, the guard with the blank stare pushed the button to 
remove the barrier. A sleek black car pulled in. At the wheel was a 
man with steely gray hair and a worried look. 

 “Why are you leaving so soon?” she asked. 

 “Logan‟s presence complicates things. I‟ll stay in touch 
with Stark. When Logan is gone we‟ll resume,” he said. “I 
have enough for now, and so does Stark. He needs some 
time before we deal with each other again.” 

 “But,” she managed. 

 He smiled, and she stood. “Thank you, Xavier,” she said 
automatically. “I‟ll take Stark your message.” 

 “Good girl,” he murmured, and he hauled himself to his 
feet and stiffly walked towards where Geraint was parked, 
waiting for him.” 

 Logan crouched on the roof, watched him go, and did 
nothing. 

* 
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 “Take the rest of the day off, you look tired,” Stark said 
to Potts, his face grim. “At least he didn‟t leave without 
saying goodbye.” 

 “I‟m sorry,” she said meekly, her left eye wincing with 
the beginning of a headache. 

 “Not your fault,” he shrugged. “So he left because of 
Logan.” 

 “He seems to think you‟ll get rid of Logan before long.” 

 “Doesn‟t take a genius,” Stark said. 

 “I think Logan‟s good for you,” she retorted. 

 “Did I ask?” Stark snapped. 

 She stood up straight, a fire in her eyes. “No, sir, you did 
not. You never do.” She turned and left his office. 

 Stark glanced down at his shirt to see if he‟d pinned a 
„cheap shot‟ target to himself today. No, just the „SI‟ logo. He 
sighed. “Why is everybody so touchy all the time?” he 
muttered. 

* 

 Piotr put his tray down and sat opposite Logan, who 
looked at him. “What?” Logan demanded. 

 “I‟m sorry, this seat did not appear to be taken,” Piotr 
said. 

 “I‟m eating,” Logan snapped, and he took a ferocious 
bite out of his helpless hamburger. 

 “Why are you grumpy? I hear you didn‟t like Xavier, and 
he is gone,” Piotr said. His plate was heaped with mashed 
potatoes, vegetables, and a small piece of meat. Logan had a 
thick hamburger, fries, and a coke. 

 “Not polite to talk with yer mouth full,” Logan said, and 
he stuffed the rest of the hamburger in his mouth. 
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 “I talked with this Xavier fellow,” Piotr continued. “He 
seemed very cordial and pleasant and not at all uncouth.” 

 Logan swallowed his food. “Pete, nobody uses the word 
„uncouth‟ in America.” 

 “I see,” Piotr said, bobbing his head a bit in apology. 
“Potts and I have finished putting together Stark‟s Russia 
trips. Now, if he can be persuaded to go without canceling 
them because he‟s not in the mood, our work will pay off.” 
He put a petite forkful of potatoes in his mouth and began to 
chew. 

 Logan watched him askance. “Pete, I might be… out of 
town for a while.” 

 “What?” Piotr said, his eyes growing large. “You are not 
yet scheduled for a vacation.” 

 “More out of town than that,” Logan muttered. He 
shook his head. “I don‟t know about Stark.” 

 “It is not sporting to talk me into staying then to go,” 
Piotr said sternly. “What about your pretty speeches about 
Stark being a good man underneath who only needs 
guidance?” 

 “Never been accused a makin „pretty speeches‟ before,” 
Logan reflected. “I‟ve been foolin myself. I‟m stickin around 
because of the Tymaz Nine countermeasure Stark gives me. 
I‟ll be without, but…” he shrugged. “I can‟t live on 
anybody‟s dole.” 

 “What is „dole‟?” Piotr asked. 

 “Welfare,” Logan said. 

 “You do not have Tymaz Nine, do you?” Piotr said. 
“Why do you need a supply?” 

 “I got a friend,” Logan said, and his eyes told Piotr to 
drop it. 

 “Seems the day is full of surprises,” Piotr murmured, 
returning his attention to his food. After a moment, he 
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looked meaningfully at Logan. “If I were in your position,” 
he said, “I would get the cure for Tymaz Nine and then leave 
Stark.” 

 They looked at each other for a long moment. 

 “You would, huh.” 

 Piotr nodded once. 

 Logan barked a short laugh. “Pete, yer a piece a work,” 
he said, shaking his head. 

 “So are you, my friend,” Piotr said. “Ideals give life 
meaning and direction, but they serve and are served by 
pragmatism.” 

 “And perspective,” Logan muttered. 

 They finished their meal in silence. 

 


