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Introduction and Foreword 

Kyle was working on his own branch of the fiction, involving 
a school that pulled liberally from Marvel‟s “New Mutants” 
and “Hellion” groups, enemy teams led by Charles Xavier 
and Emma Frost. These groups were farm teams for the X-
Men and Hellfire Club. Wouldn‟t it be fun to combine them, 
and integrate that concept into our setting? Furthermore, 
wouldn‟t it be great to work this concept into major changes 
in certain ongoing plots?  

As it turned out, Kyle was not available to write about the 
school, aside from two introductory stories; I wrote around 
where I thought his stories would go, and kept moving. I 
returned to the idea and wrote out a version of what we had 
conceptualized together for this setting, and it didn‟t match 
the fabric of fiction around it that relied on its outcome and 
timeline. In making this novel, I integrated a number of 
stories (mine and his) that were outlying the missing piece, so 
for the first time it all flows together in sequence.  

Kyle‟s stories have been adapted and edited and rewritten to 
fit that fabric. He is still very much present even if the words 
have changed, because we spent countless hours of delightful 
conversation and emails refining ideas and expanding bits of 
brilliance into full-fledged plots. Please enjoy our 
collaboration in this tale of the glories and pitfalls of relying 
on teammates. 

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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To Kyle, for being inspiration, friend, fan, and contributor. 

 

His writing was a gift, and his voice is in and through this work as he 
responded to ideas, offered suggestions, gave his enthusiasm, and 

supported my efforts to work through this story. In some ways, this is the 
story he wanted to tell, even though it is now in my voice and through my 
lens. The story is grown since he left it, but I hope he will still enjoy it. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

September 21, 2002 

 The gray van pulled up and parked. An attractive young 
woman with brown curls and a white streak in her bangs 
leaned her elbows on the steering wheel and squinted across 
the weedy field. “So this is th place,” she said, her Southern 
accent seeming to slow the words down in her mouth, as 
though she spoke them reluctantly. 

 “You were in my mind, you must have touched on 
this,” her passenger replied. His eyes were almost frightening 
in their intensity of focus; his features were fine and upswept, 
he was bald. “This is where I was driven out of my mind, and 
almost the world. You called me back, Marie,” he mused. 

 “So why didja wanna come down here again?” the 
driver asked. 

 Her passenger was quiet for a long moment. “When we 
face nightmares, terrors that come at us when we are least 
equipped to deal with them, one of our most potent defenses 
is to remember how it really is.” He swallowed, his mouth 
shifting as though it was dry. “Not how it is remembered, or 
how…not how memory colors it,” he said. “I wanted to see 
what this place really was. Not some kind of cathedral of 
horrors. A rather ordinary building, in an ordinary place.” 

 They looked out across the overgrown field, to the 
chain link fence that was bent and torn as though some great 
force had rolled over it from inside the concrete building that 
lay beyond. The building itself was an unimpressive concrete 
box. Somehow, a circle had been cut in the wall, and from 
the light in the building, Marie could tell a matching circle 
was cut in the far wall. Some leftover police tape fluttered in 
the breeze, somehow halfhearted.  

 “What is that place?” Marie asked as a shudder of 
horror started in her belly and crawled up her back. Memory 
stirred, swelled—but not her memory. 
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 “A pump house,” the bald man replied, distant. 
“Regulates overflow from the sewer system. A utility 
building.” He paused. “Marie Saint. You chose your last 
name, didn‟t you.” 

 She blinked. “So?” 

 “I like it,” the bald man said. “Marie, I lost the use of 
my legs a long, long time ago. Would you do something—for 
me? When I was here last,” he said quietly, not waiting for an 
answer, “I was captive of some terribly cruel and ruthless 
people. But I had some braces. Braces I could put on my 
legs, braces that allowed me to use my refined psionic power 
to walk. I wonder if they might still be here,” he said, looking 
across the field. “I wonder if you might help me look for 
them.” 

 “Ah‟ll take a look.” She stepped out of the van, 
slamming the door. Her passenger watched her walk across 
the sidewalk, into the field. 

 Saint felt her skin tighten in the warm September 
sunlight. Her perceptions wavered; it felt like she was walking 
uphill, but the field was level. An energy seemed to well out 
of the dark, motionless building. Saint wiped her wrist across 
her eyes, and squinted at the building. Her taut athletic body 
felt out of joint as she crossed the weedy field.  

 Is everything all right? she heard in her mind, shocked by 
the psionic communication. 

 “Xavier,” she said. “That‟s a fine way ta startle a 
woman.” 

 She felt a vague amusement, a gentle apology. You don’t 
have to do this, you know. 

 “Maybe Ah do,” she muttered, her eyes narrowing. 
“Normally, whut Ah take from people fades pretty dang fast. 
This time, the stuff that put you out seems ta stick with me.” 
She shook her head. “Ah‟ll be fine. Musta been one helluva 
mess.” 
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 Indeed. The thought was a murmur in her mind. 

 Saint stepped over a tear in the chain-link fence. She 
crossed to the concrete building, police tape hanging limp as 
though it was overwhelmed with the task of crossing that 
dark, empty hole. She looked into the dimness, seeing a chalk 
circle, dark stains, catching a whiff of something foul and 
rotted. Light came in from the far side of the building, but a 
darkness swirled in the shadows that seemed to suck light 
from the whole room. 

 “Hoo.” 

 She stepped into the building.  

 “Ah don‟t see much,” she said, her jaw clenched. 
“Dark.” 

 Maybe you don’t have to see it, Xavier thought. He paused 
for a moment. The police missed my braces. They are behind the 
pipes. I sense their presence.  

 Saint glanced around quickly. The shadows were 
restless, though the light did not move. “Ah‟ll git yoh toys,” 
she said, shrugging to settle the growing dread. As she 
stepped in, she sensed that she was moving through Xavier‟s 
dream. She felt the arrhythmic drumming on her skin, her 
guts squirmed for a moment as she was touched by his 
memory of dozens of long, silver needles disrupting his chi 
meridians. The pain, the relentless ruthless pressure— 

 Saint choked back bile, widening her stance, a cough 
bucking vomit at the back of her throat. “Ugh,” she 
muttered. “This intense and weird.” 

 A moment more, and it is done. 

 Saint jumped up to the platform at the back, and a long 
step took her towards the pipes. 

 As her foot touched a dark stain, she heard a wooden 
whack echo, though there was no sound. She had no way of 
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knowing anything about the man that had been killed on that 
spot. She had no way to prepare. 

 Something evil remained. 

 Saint twitched as a pressure swelled unbearably, she 
sensed the fury and shock and disbelief for a moment—eyes, 
and speech that needed no air, but could not cross the 
distance now to where she breathed in the living world. She 
resisted for a long moment, but something had to give. 

 

 In the van, Xavier blinked, startled. For just a 
moment… but then nothing. Nothing at all. Saint‟s mind 
went quiet. 

 “Damn,” Xavier sighed. His eyes settled half closed as 
he struggled against resentment of the unresponsive legs that 
trapped him in the van. He found Saint easily enough, and 
settled into her mind. She could not offer him permission, 
after all. 

 “Interesting.” 

 Xavier sifted through her chaotic, disrupted thoughts. 
There—he easily sensed a massive, calcified, reinforced wall 
between Saint‟s thoughts and functioning and powers, and 
something in the background. Something… something older. 
Xavier sensed a living moment, a memory that was still an 
active foundation to everything Saint was. 

 “Hey there,” Marie said, dropping a coquettish shoulder to the 
young teenager, barely in her teens herself. “Cody, wanna see sumthin in 
mah room?” 

 “Sure,” Cody said with an eager half grin. He trotted up the 
stairs, glancing over to where Marie’s mother was singing, working in 
the kitchen. Down the hall. Leaned through the door, he followed, 
flushed, eager, his palms sweaty. 

 “Marie, yer real sweet,” Cody said. “Real sweet. Ah wanna 
make you feel good.” 
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 “Ah wanna feel good,” she said, breathless, eyes big. Cody leaned 
in, kissed her. She liked it. He kissed her some more. His hands were 
everywhere.  

 Marie had second thoughts. 

 Cody didn’t.  

 “And now,” Xavier murmured, watching the rest 
unfold, “She cannot be touched.” He felt the encounter 
unfold. How something snapped. Marie felt helpless. 
Helplessness fueling terror, desperation. Like drowning. And 
she fought back with something she did not know she had.  

 Cody never did get back out, once she took everything 
from him that mattered. Xavier felt the gummy edges of the 
boy‟s ghost, over a decade old, enraged, terrified, helpless, 
pressing against Marie‟s mind, struggling under a weight that 
outmatched him with its needs.  

 “An echo,” Xavier whispered, eyebrows drawing 
together as the furious, desperate ghost screamed in Saint‟s 
shocked and disabled mind, howling for revenge. He never 
grew up. He just soured. 

 Someone sealed him up in there. Xavier‟s jaw tightened 
with a slow simmer of anger. 

 “We‟ll just free you of this now,” Xavier said. His mind 
had a ruthless focus that struck into Cody‟s echo, tugging its 
roots together and out of Saint, then he flexed.  

 Saint was free. 

 Xavier settled his thoughts on the broken, calcified wall 
that had sealed the sour stink of the ghost in Saint‟s psyche. 
He felt the cracks all through it, cracks that his memories had 
made resonant, so the dark echoes in the pump house broke 
a hole in the wall. He breathed out, softening the wall. In 
time, it would sink to scar tissue, then perhaps go away 
altogether. And the corrupted, polluted corner of her mind 
felt a freshness as its separation faded. 



 

8 

 It was a simple matter to press the echoes of what 
happened in the pump house flat; Xavier flattened them in 
his mind, in hers. Then he breathed across her mind, and she 
slowly woke. 

 “Whut—whut—” then Saint grimaced, clutching her 
head. “Whut happened?” 

 Cody is gone, Xavier thought. I owe you an apology. I wanted 
to experience this place, to get the image settled and out of the way. But 
you were still connected enough to feel that, and I did not go in to your 
mind to realize how vulnerable you are. Now? Now Cody will never 
bother you again. 

 Saint was quiet for a long moment, then she rose to her 
feet. She crossed to the pipe, fished around behind it, tugged 
out a clatter and rattle of braces and straps. She collected the 
setup, then turned to look back at the room. 

 Stains, dimness, chalk. Nothing. No fear. Just a room. 

 Saint crossed the room, the field, climbed up into the 
van, pushing the braces on Xavier‟s lap. “We gotta talk,” she 
said seriously, an edge to her voice. 

 “You know another mentalist,” Xavier said, looking 
straight ahead out of the windshield. “She projected an echo 
of you into the ether with her thoughts, that must be how I 
came to stumble across you and lure you to restore me.” He 
smiled. “You absorbed some of my psionics to serve as a 
beacon to bring me back. And now I‟ve freed you of 
servitude to a ruthless mentalist.” 

 “Servitude?” Saint echoed. “She saved me.” 

 “For herself,” Xavier agreed. “Her name?” 

 “Emma Frost,” Saint said. “She has a school, and Ah 
work there, Ah help her.” 

 Xavier looked Saint in the eye. “I freed you from 
Cody,” he said. “She walled him up, and cracked the wall. So 
you need her. To reinforce that barrier, from time to time.” 
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He leaned on her mind, she hardly noticed. “She wanted you 
back, and Cody started bothering you. So you found her. 
And she did you a favor. So now you owe her forever.” His 
mouth was a thin line. 

 “Ah ran away,” Saint said, subdued. “She found me 
early on.” Anger sparked in her eyes. “She coulduv freed me 
of this?” 

 “Maybe,” Xavier shrugged. “I doubt she has my power. 
But over time?” He did not respond further. 

 “I am goin back ta mah school,” Saint muttered. “To 
Frost. An you wanted ta come along.” 

 “I still do,” Xavier nodded, his hands protective on the 
braces on his lap. 

 “Hell. Let‟s just go.” 

 She fired up the van, dropped into gear, and went. 

 

September 22 

 The pale woman looking out the window was a true 
beauty. Her skin was smooth, her hair colorless but silky. She 
was a perfect balance of curves and tautness. She wore silk 
that flattered her shapes. Even her eyes were almost silver. 
She watched the wind breathing through the glory of the 
changing leaves in the forest behind the Academy. 

 Three sharp knocks. A small crease on her forehead was 
the only sign that betrayed the woman‟s thoughts. “Come 
in,” she said, her voice crisp. 

 The oak door swung open, and Saint stepped in. She 
crossed her arms across her chest. “Hello, Frost,” she said, 
feeling Frost slipping through her mind. “Like whut you 
see?” Her voice had an edge. 

 Frost turned, looked her in the eye. “So. Now you 
know. I ruthlessly manipulated you with your own ghosts.” 
The admission cost her nothing. “What‟s your next move?” 



 

10 

 “Ah put some thought inta that very question,” Saint 
said, tense. “What I should do. Hurt you. Leave. Have it 
out.” She shook her head. “But Ah cain‟t be all that 
surprised, Ah‟ve known you too long, seen what you do ta 
people. What makes me special?” She paused. “Ah was 
alone, on the run. An I cain‟t guarantee that whut you did ta 
me is worse than whut woulda happened anyway.” She 
shrugged. “Let‟s be adults about this. Ah just wished you 
woulda trusted me, instead a whut you did.” Her accent was 
thick with her emotion. 

 Frost‟s smile was arch, almost brilliant, her pearly teeth 
catching the light. “Business as usual. You make me proud, 
Marie.” 

 Saint tilted her head, watching Frost for a moment. 
“Ah‟ll be in mah room. Might go out later.” 

 Frost nodded. “Send Xavier in,” she said dismissively, 
sitting at her desk and glancing over paperwork. Saint turned 
and left, and Xavier stepped into the office, the braces on his 
legs whining faintly. 

 “Unrepentant, even with your hand in the cookie jar,” 
Xavier mused with half a smile. 

 “I don‟t know you,” Frost said, signing a document. 
“You have a lot of nerve. Saint is mine.” Frost met Xavier‟s 
eyes, anger smoldering. “Leave what‟s mine alone.” 

 “Without Saint I‟d be lost. It seemed only fair to free 
her in return,” Xavier replied, unflinching, his defenses 
reinforced. 

 “You never should have contacted her in the first 
place,” Frost replied, rising. “You are taking quite a risk, 
following her back.” 

 “I will dare still more,” Xavier said. “I looked over this 
school operation you have here, in Saint‟s mind. You have an 
ambitious plan; to aggressively recruit young people who 
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have special powers, who can‟t fit in society. Mold them to 
your vision. This interests me. I want in.” 

 “The hell you say,” Frost retorted. “You force yourself 
on one of my staff, and you want access to students?” She 
shook her head. “Not a chance.” 

 Xavier regarded her for a long moment. “You are not a 
fool. Surely by now you have measured my strength. Tested 
the edges of my barriers.” He paused. “I think you have a 
sense of what I can do to you.” 

 “One more threat and you‟ll find out why I‟m not 
worried,” Frost said through her teeth. “There are many 
kinds of power. And I have more than my share. If 
something happens to me, Xavier, I have ways of making 
sure you don‟t enjoy your victory.” She scowled. “These are 
my toys. You can‟t just demand I share them. I will not lose 
this school. You can‟t have it. Make your own, you are so 
keen on the idea.” 

 “I don‟t want to be in charge,” Xavier shrugged, “and I 
have my reasons to keep a low profile. I want a place, I want 
interesting work.” He smiled to himself. “Are you hiring 
teachers for your special students?” 

 “You bring a hell of a lot more risk than reward,” Frost 
said, shaking her head. 

 “You‟ve heard of the Parapsychological Studies  
Institute,” Xavier said. 

 Frost hesitated, wary. 

 “I am its architect,” Xavier said. “I have earned a 
considerable depth of knowledge about how psionics work, 
how to manipulate and intensify potential and power. More 
to the point, I know what your biggest problem is. How to 
find students.” 

 Frost struggled against growing interest. 
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 “So,” Xavier said, eyes narrow, “you would love to have 
a machine that intensified psychic probing. A machine that 
highlighted those who have different energies. Something 
that would let you scan up and down the seaboard.” 

 “What are you talking about?” Frost said. “What are 
you offering?” 

 “It‟s called Cerebro,” Xavier said. “And I can help you 
build it.” 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

November 20 

 "You have a gift for intrigue, Madame Frost," the 
sharp-eyed man said with a winning smile. "Do you always 
give the impression you're doing something naughty, or is it 
giving you away right now?" 

 The woman across the table raised an eyebrow. "You 
wouldn't understand," she said. Her perfectly manicured 
fingernails flexed on the tablecloth as she leaned back. She 
wore a pale silk suit that was molded to her shape so that it 
neither squeezed nor drifted, but with perfect conservative 
flair accented every feminine curve. Her short colorless silver 
hair was back, held in place with combs that sparkled with 
diamond. The diamonds were dull twinkling compared to the 
brilliant spark of intellect and wit in her depthless eyes. She 
smiled, showing her perfect teeth. 

 "Either way, your gift for intrigue has intrigued me 
regarding this society you speak of," the man said with a 
shrug, leaning back. "Especially since Tonoke Electronics 
just withdrew a bid to consolidate my Korean holdings." His 
eyes narrowed. 

 "My dear Mister Warren Worthington the Third," Frost 
said, a playful edge to her voice, "there are some born to 
handle power and others who are not. It is the duty of those 
who know how to use power to keep the rest from hurting 
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themselves with it." Her smile was clear and cold. "We owe it 
to the world to gather power to ourselves. And I am a 
member of an elite society that does just that." 

 "What, a plutocracy?" Worthington asked, vaguely 
skeptical. 

 "Keep your titles. It's far more complicated than that. 
It's about power, Worthington. Money is just one kind of 
power. And power with no purpose is more dangerous to its 
wielder than to anyone else." She sipped her fine wine as the 
string quartet played on in the background. A murmur of 
conversation rolled around the dining room of the refined 
restaurant. 

 "So what's your goal?" Worthington asked boldly.  

 "Simple enough. Globalize the planet quietly. Don't 
hand the power to any entity. Shape the process, and then 
rule the rulers from impenetrable shadow." Her eyes sparkled 
with mirth. 

 She could see the vision take root as she watched his 
eyes. He thought for a long minute before his eyes flicked up 
to meet hers. "You're telling me this because you want 
something from me." 

 "Good," she said with a nod. "You're staying awake. 
There can only be four members of the Inner Council at a 
time. One of them is boring me." She sipped her wine, letting 
the thought finish itself. 

 "So if I help you," Worthington prompted. 

 She looked at him sideways. "You are suited for the 
throne," she said, half to herself. "You are wealthy, you know 
some of the basic uses of power, you have a streak of cruelty 
that appeals to me." She finished the thought in her head. He 
wondered briefly what of his assets she was reluctant to 
mention, and he flattered himself. 

 "Your reward," she said simply, "will be beyond your 
wildest dreams." 
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 He smiled a satisfied smile. "I'm in," he said. "Who is 
the target?" 

 "I'll get you a portfolio," she said, rising. "In the 
meantime, be alert and wary. You'll get your audition, and I'll 
give you what help I can. But you must never ever reveal that 
you know me until we've met on the Council." She eyed him. 
"I look forward to joining you. On the Council." She smiled 
at him slowly, then turned and swept out. Worthington 
watched her go with the calculating smile of a player. 

 She breezed through the door, the foyer, out to the 
street. A limo pulled up, and she let herself into the back. 

 "I see you stuck your new popinjay with the check," an 
oily voice said from the driver‟s seat. 

 "He has his purpose, and he will serve it well," Frost 
said. "Dinner is the cheapest thing I'll stick him with. 
Worthington is primed to kick off the downfall of dear Eric 
Lensherr. But Worthington is just part of the plan; he's not 
trustworthy and he couldn't do it on his own anyway." 

 "Then," the driver said, "as you promised, I will finally 
be on the Inner Council." He looked at her sternly in the 
rearview. "After all. You owe me a great deal. Just for the 
school alone." 

 "I don't forget my debts, Wyngarde," Frost said coolly. 

 "See that you don't," he muttered darkly. "Did you 
mention to him that the original idea of the Inner Council 
was that the Kings would control the wealth and the Queens 
would use their influence to help the Kings?" 

 Frost barked a laugh. "That was Shaw's idea. Still is. 
You'll excuse me if I want to reinvent the Council so it's a bit 
less misogynistic." 

 Wynegarde glanced at her in the mirror, and said 
nothing. 
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January 22, 2003 

 “Not bad for four months of work,” Frost observed, 
standing before the massive round vault door set in the 
basement wall. 

 “I suppose not,” Wyngarde agreed. “The false covering 
for the door is scheduled to arrive tomorrow. And inside—
well, Xavier altered the memories of the workers and 
technicians he hired out of his previous network,” he said 
with a knowing look. “They think they worked on a 
foundation and research station for a government weather 
monitoring station in the next county.” 

 “At least, that‟s what he told you,” Frost murmured, 
vague unease in her features. “And he scheduled himself to 
do this while I was out of town.” 

 “I think Xavier still has friends. Maybe too many 
friends,” Wyngarde muttered, producing a cigarillo from his 
pocket. 

 “Not down here you don‟t,” Frost said absently. 
“Now.” She concentrated on the vault, and was startled as 
she felt an—awareness in the vault door. She touched on it 
with her mind, and the tumblers responded. 

 “Fascinating,” Wyngarde murmured as the door 
thudded its last locks aside. “So there are maybe five people 
in the world that can open this thing?” 

 “Maybe three that I know of,” Frost said. She 
straightened her shoulders, and tugged the vault door. Its 
magnificent counterbalance allowed her to shift the two ton 
weight easily. 

 A catwalk stretched out to the center of the hollow 
sphere, where a computer console connected to a strange 
helmet, currently resting on Xavier‟s scalp. He sat in his 
wheelchair, pulled up to the console. Frost saw what 
Wynegarde could not; flickers of images, darting and 
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wavering, just at the edge of her vision as she moved into the 
radius of Xavier‟s peculiar machine. 

 Xavier reached up and pulled the helmet off, setting it 
on the computer, and he swiveled his chair. “Greetings,” he 
said smoothly. One eye was bloodshot. “I‟ve been trying to 
calibrate the machine for you.” His smile grew wry. “I 
ruptured myself pretty badly the first time I tested it. I scaled 
it back, and refined it, to minimize the danger to you.” 

 “You are too kind,” Frost said with a plastic smile. “Tell 
me what we‟ve built. Tell me about Cerebro.” 

 “I built a brain trust machine for the Institute,” Xavier 
said, “and latent psychics could be connected to it, to 
provide fuel that could be directed by a lone powerful psion. 
Of course, its focus was to find those who were receptive to 
psionic influence, or potential psions themselves. Here, I‟ve 
done something different,” he said with a wave at the sphere. 
“This is designed to pick up subquantum interference from 
emanations of power from the gifted and the different, those 
who have not yet learned to suppress their abilities‟ ambient 
energy fully.” 

 “So glad you remembered we are looking for students,” 
Frost said, but her heart wasn‟t in it, and her arch comment 
came out half-wondering. “You calibrated it for me? Why 
not just use it yourself?” 

 “I want to see if I can build for someone else,” Xavier 
shrugged. “And I was serious about wanting to keep a low 
profile.” He paused. “This is your show. Your school. Your 
judgment calls. I don‟t want either of us to have reason to 
doubt that.” He backed the wheelchair out of the way, his 
eyes unreadable. “Care to try it?” 

 Frost felt her features stiffen, she tried to project chilly 
indifference as her heart sped up. “This machine could reveal 
secrets to me,” she murmured. 
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 “If you choose one target, especially at close range,” 
Xavier agreed seriously, “you will have unprecedented 
strength in your probing.” 

 “I could scan you?” 

 Xavier hesitated only a moment. “You‟d have a better 
chance of succeeding.” 

 Frost pulled a retractable stool out from under the 
counter. “I would think it would echo in here.” 

 “The sound doesn‟t,” Xavier said, his calm unreal. “But 
your thoughts do.” 

 “Did you scout for me?” She looked at the helmet, not 
Xavier, unwilling to look into those dark eyes, those upswept 
features. 

 “A bit,” Xavier admitted. “You don‟t have to use my 
bookmarks.” 

 Frost slid the helmet on, and felt a quiet natter in the 
back of her thoughts as the machine ran its tutorial, 
diagnostics, and calibrating scans. She fought down her 
nerves as she felt the radius of her thoughts quietly 
blooming; a kilometer, two. She felt her senses expand, and 
her spine tingled. 

 “Whoah,” she said. 

 “Give it a moment,” Xavier soothed, looking at the 
instrumentation. “Now, when you feel acclimated… focus.” 

 A long moment of silence followed. “Jesus Christ,” 
Frost breathed. “I found a kid who can fly.” 

 Xavier frowned at the readings. “Take a break, Emma,” 
he said. “We need to adjust a few more settings.” 

 She pulled the helmet off, almost reverently, and as she 
put it on the counter she glanced down. Red spots. More. 
Her pale silk glittered with crimson  dots. She touched at her 
face. 
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 “What—?” Her hand came away slick. 

 “Ruptures in your sinuses and ears,” Xavier said. “We 
just need to tone the power down. You can build your 
roster.” He put his hand on the back of hers as he seriously 
offered her a white kerchief. “Better stick to the eastern 
seaboard for now.” 

 She tried not to look at the amount of blood she 
smeared from her face, or think about how she looked. 
“Still,” she said, unsteady. “He lit up. That machine. It is 
wonderful. It is just what I need.” 

 Xavier smiled at her, and her uncertainties jostled under 
her thoughts. She calmed them as she smiled back. 

 “First things first,” Xavier said. “Are you ready for 
students?” 

 Her eyes narrowed. “I will be,” she said. “Let‟s get 
started.” 

 

February 28 

 Late. Dammit.  

 The young man furiously pedaled, his bike almost flying 
down the street. His chestnut hair was a little on the long 
side, flowing in the wind behind him. He was lean, spare, but 
there was strength in his muscled form. The bike tilted over 
the hill, and whipped down the street at dangerous speed. 

 He came up on the intersection, glancing to one side 
and the other— 

 His eyes stopped, frozen almost, in the pale eyes of the 
woman across the street. He got an impression of sleek 
grace, focus, beauty— 

 Screech! The burning tires, the shudder of the car, then 
a bang flung the young man off his bike as it clattered off the 
car‟s grill. The man sailed through the air, then smacked 
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down on the asphalt and rolled in a tangle of limbs, skidding 
to a halt, clothes torn. 

 He vaguely heard the ding of the car‟s open door, the 
staccato tapping of high heels approaching fast. For a 
moment, he wondered if it was the pale woman. Then he 
rolled over, looking up at a round face framed in golden hair, 
eyes blue and terrified. 

 “Omigod omigod omigod,” she said, her voice unsteady 
with fear. “Mister! Mister! I‟ll call 911, hang on!” 

 “Wait,” he said, raising his hand, a little hoarse. “Hang 
on.” He sat up, shook his head. “That‟ll wake you up,” he 
said, and he blinked a few times. 

 “Mister?” 

 “I‟m Rich,” he replied with a grin. “I‟ve been into 
extreme sports since I was a kid. Riding bikes off cliffs, 
through woods. Hell, I‟ve ditched a bike more ways than 
most people have parked a car.” He leaned to the side, 
forward, then up over his legs. He stood gingerly, testing his 
weight, stretching. “Not so bad,” he nodded, satisfied. 

 “Seriously?” the woman said, awed. “You seriously are 
okay?” Her fear shifted to disbelief, and maybe admiration. 

 “I‟ll have some great bruises,” he said with a rueful 
smile. He looked her over. Tasteful blouse, nice skirt, pearls, 
earrings, jewelry, nice makeup, feathered hair. Real nice. 

 “Thank God,” the young woman said, turning back to 
her car. She gasped. The car‟s grill was badly scratched and 
dented. “My dad is gonna kill me.” 

 “Nice BMW,” Rich said. “You know, I work at a 
junkyard. If you could, you know, come by I could get that 
fixed up.” 

 “Really?” 
 Rich grinned. “Actually, I‟m late to work. It‟s not far. 
Want to go now? I could get this sorted out in no time.” 
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 “Oh, you are such a lifesaver,” she said, grateful. “What 
about your bike?” 

 “I can probably fix that too,” Rich said. “I‟ll stash it, 
and come back and get it later.” He looked at the BMW; no 
way to put the bicycle in without scratching the upholstery or 
finish. He stuffed it behind a dumpster. 

 A chill swept him, and he looked around. No sign of 
the pale woman. 

 Then Rich sank into the leather interior of the car, and 
it was moving again.  

 “Sorry I messed up your morning,” Rich said, feeling 
awkward. “I should have looked.” 

 “No, no, I‟m the one that hit you,” she said, and her 
laugh was high and awkward. “I‟m so glad you are okay. I 
can‟t believe it.” 

 “Sometimes we get lucky. Sometimes we don‟t,” Rich 
replied with a fatalistic shrug. “Turn left up ahead, then at the 
end of the street.” 

 “Wow, you were almost there,” the woman said. 

 “Yeah,” Rich sighed, looking at the dashboard clock; 
8:09. Late. Damn. 

 A couple minutes later the car rolled through the gate, 
over to the garage, inside. A big man lumbered out of the 
office, the point of his head sloping down to the edges of his 
shoulders. His head started bald, and he got hairier down 
past his ears, jowls, neck. He frowned as Rich got up out of 
the car. 

 “Rider. Late. Again.” 

 “Sorry, boss, this lady was in a car accident,” Rich said. 
“I got us some business,” he muttered under his breath with 
a significant look. 

 The big man paused, then shook his head and shuffled 
back into the office. 
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 “That was close,” Rich sighed.  

 The woman‟s cell phone rang, and she answered it. 
“Yeah.” She opened the car door, got out, walked away from 
the car some distance. “No, this is not a good time. It‟s really 
not. Can I call you back? What? She did? Damn.” 

 As the conversation continued, Rich strapped on a tool 
belt, popped the trunk release, walked around to the front, 
and opened the hood. He glanced at the intense cell phone 
conversation, then pressed his hands against the hood and 
flexed slightly. With a loud pop, the hood‟s shape bounced 
back. Rich pressed his hands over the dimple where the 
crease had been, evening it out. He checked to make sure she 
was still on the phone, then he stepped out the back of the 
garage. 

 “Right,” he muttered, looking over the massive 
backfield of the junkyard. He looked around for a moment, 
then he sprang up into the air—and soared. He shot up into 
the sky, hopefully too fast for eyes to easily follow. The 
junkyard was spread out below him, and he dropped to the 
section with the BMW junkers. Rich squinted over the cars, 
and quickly selected the proper grill. He tugged the right 
tools from his belt, and in a matter of minutes he had the 
grill in hand. He took a few steps and flew, horizontal, low, 
between the mounds of junk. Then he shot up into the sky, 
at the back of the garage in a moment. He dropped, holding 
the grill, and shouldered into the garage.  

 The woman looked up, pleased to see him. “Oh, I 
wondered where you went,” she said, a little anxious.  

 “Got it,” Rich said with a winning smile, hefting the 
grill. “Let‟s get this put on.” He got to work on the front of 
the car.  

 “I can‟t tell you what this means to me,” the woman 
said. “My dad and I… we are going through a bit of a rough 
patch. This would have been really bad.” She puffed out a 
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sigh. Then she squinted at the car. “Wow, you already fixed 
the hood!” 

 “Rubber mallet,” Rich grunted. “Couple hits, and 
bang.”  

 “So what does this kind of auto repair cost?” she asked, 
batting her lashes at him. 

 “I don‟t know, I don‟t normally do car repairs for 
beautiful drivers like you,” he said with a winning grin. 
“Don‟t worry about it.” 

 “How about dinner, big guy?” Her grin was almost 
embarrassed. 

 “Yeah,” Rich said without hesitating. He stood, rubbing 
his hands on his pants. “I mean, sure, sounds great.” He 
grinned. “When?” 

 “No time like the present,” she shrugged. “How about 
tonight?” 

 “Awesome,” he said. “Uh,” he started, “hm…” 

 “I can pick you up,” she prodded. “Your place?” 

 “No! No. Let‟s meet here. Eight?” He blushed. 

 “Actually, how about we meet at Etienne‟s, on Third 
street.” She looked at the grill. “How much longer do you 
think this will take?” 

 “Oh, that.” He crouched down. “Few minutes. Almost 
done.” 

 She watched him work. “You are quite a guy, Rich 
Rider.” 

 “Oh, I don‟t know,” he said with an embarrassed shrug. 
“You are pretty amazing yourself.” He squinted as he 
finished his work on the grill. “How about that. Good as 
new.” He rose, wiping his hands off on a rag. 

 “Amazing.” She shook her head. “Thanks.” She gave 
him a quick kiss on the cheek. “See you at eight.” She got 
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into the car, fired it up, and backed out, waving at him. In 
something of a daze, he waved back. Then she drove out.  

 Rich‟s boss slouched over to him. “Who the hell was 
that?” 

 Rich blinked. “Uh. I mean…” He turned and looked at 
his boss, eyes wide. “I didn‟t ask her name…” 

 “I knew you were an idiot,” his boss replied, looking at 
him closely. “But you really are completely stupid, aren‟t 
you.” He shook his head. “Work the compactor. We have a 
backlog.” 

 With a sigh, Rich got started with his workday. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 Rich just finished shutting the compactor down as the 
sun sank in the west. One of his coworkers ran up to where 
he was working, and he looked over, irritated. 

 “Hey Rich!” he panted. “How do you do it, man? 
Another beautiful babe here to see you!” He grinned broadly. 

 Rich‟s heart jumped. Maybe the mystery woman was 
back.  

 “I was on my way up anyway,” he said, playing it casual. 
He jogged past his coworker, up towards the front gate. 

  A limousine had pulled up to the front gate, it was 
parked to the side. The driver was a seedy man with a hawk 
nose, a small ponytail, and a cigarillo dangling indolently 
from his lips as he slouched, leaning on the car. He stepped 
to the side, seeing Rich‟s approach, and opened the door. 

 A pale woman stepped out. The pale woman. Rich 
stopped, eyes wide. 

 “Hello, Rich Rider,” the woman said. 

 “How do you know me? Who are you?” Rich 
demanded. 
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 “My name is Emma Frost,” she said. “I am 
headmistress of a school. A school for people who are 
different.” 

 Rich glanced over his shoulder, saw his boss sitting in 
the office back in the building, well out of earshot. No one 
else nearby but the driver, who was studiously bored. 

 “I don‟t know what the hell you are talking about,” Rich 
growled. 

 “You were kicked out of your home because you 
frightened your parents,” Frost said. “Your boss knows you 
have superhuman strength, but he‟s not one to judge. People 
fear you and your kind, Rich.” 

 “Hey!” Rich said. “Look, I left home because I wanted 
to be independent. And the rest of it—no, you are wrong. 
How did you get in here?” he demanded. 

 You are not the only one who is different, Rich heard in his 
head as her eyes narrowed. He could smell her in the words. 
He flinched, then scowled.  

 “Get out,” he said, flat. 

 A smile toyed with the edge of her mouth. She flicked a 
card out with two fingers, holding it out to him. “If you 
change your mind, Rider,” she said. He looked down at the 
card; it was blank, except for a phone number. 

 Almost against his will, he reached out and took the 
card. 

 “Her name,” Frost said, “is Laura Dunham.” She 
stepped into the car, the driver closed her door and walked 
around the car as Rich stared, his mind jostling for a 
response. The driver dropped out of sight, then the limo 
started up and drove away. 

 Rich found himself vaguely wishing Frost had not given 
him anything. He turned and trudged back towards the 
garage, feeling exposed out in the open. 
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* 

 Five minutes until eight o‟clock, Rich stood on the 
sidewalk in front of the expensive restaurant. He shifted 
nervously, glancing down at his slightly rumpled shirt with its 
stripes and bright white buttons, skinny tie, his creased 
khakis, his loafers. He felt his nerves rise as he watched 
couples arrive and enter, dressed in suits and ties, cufflinks, 
well-oiled and sculpted hair and expensive jewelry, clean and 
shaped fingernails. He balled his mechanic hands into fists 
and stuffed them into his pockets. 

 The doorman approached, broad and expressionless. 
“Excuse me, sir,” he began. 

 “No, seriously, I have a date,” Rich said earnestly. 
“She‟ll be here any minute, seriously. Just—any minute.” 

 “You have a reservation?” the doorman asked, 
suspending his disbelief. “I can check the list.” 

 “Yes, we set the date this morning.” Rich was sweating. 

 “Right. The name?” 

 “Funny you should ask!” Rich said, hoping he did not 
sound as hysterical as he felt. He gritted his teeth, trying not 
to think of the beautiful woman dressed in white, but feeling 
her gaze upon him. “Dunham, Laura Dunham. Party of 
two.” He held his breath. 

 The doorman arched an eyebrow. “Miss Dunham? 
You?” 

 “Yeah,” Rich said, thrusting out his chin. “Me.” 

 The other doorman approached. “Is there a problem?” 

 “This gentleman said he is here for dinner with Miss 
Dunham.” 

 The other doorman‟s eyebrows raised. “She got here 
fifteen minutes ago, alone. Reservation for two.” 
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 “Well,” the doorman said after a fractional hesitation, 
“maybe you should go in, young man.” 

 “Yeah,” Rich said. “Okay.” He crossed to the door, and 
the doorman let him in. He felt his heart thudding painfully 
as he walked across the plush entry, flanked by potted plants 
and wood paneling. The head waiter stood by the podium, 
forcing a smile at him. 

 “Good evening, sir. Perhaps you would be more 
comfortable in a jacket?” He turned to a tastefully concealed 
closet entry, and pulled out a jacket after a quick glance at 
Rich‟s shoulders. 

 “No, I‟m good,” Rich said, tugging at his crooked and 
abused tie. 

 The head waiter cleared his throat and glanced around 
meaningfully. Rich looked at the wealthy patrons, and 
realized maybe he would be a little more comfortable hiding 
his shabby outfit.  

 “Great,” he muttered. “Thanks.” He took the coat and 
struggled into it. “Now, I‟m here for dinner with Laura 
Dunham.” 

 The head waiter blinked, and recovered from that 
stunning revelation with ease. “Yes, sir, of course.” A waiter 
emerged from a side corridor, escorting Rich into the plush 
restaurant. Rich felt vaguely nauseous as he looked at the 
drapery and gilt and subtle finery of everything in the room, 
from the watches to the mastercrafted tables to the weave of 
the carpet. 

 He spotted Laura across the room as he heard her 
laugh; she was at the bar area, chatting with the bartender. 
Rich felt his mouth turn dry; she wore a white dress, off the 
shoulders, diaphanous and sheer. Her gold hair was coiffed 
and arranged. She was the most beautiful sight he had ever 
seen. The waiter left him several meters from her, and Rich 
approached with a chuckle, self-conscious and desperately 
wanting this to go well. 
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 “Oh!” Laura said, spotting him. “Alfred, this is Rich. He 
saved my life today!” 

 “Pleased to meet you,” the bartender said, offering a 
clammy, limp handshake. Rich shook his hand, glancing 
around. 

 “Me too,” he said. “Do we have a table?” 

 “Sure,” Laura said, but I thought I‟d say hello to Arthur 
while I was waiting. I got out of a meeting early—hell of a 
day.” She laughed nervously. “This is my usual table. Thanks, 
Art.” 

 “Later, Laura.” Art turned to the mirrored shelves 
behind the bar as Laura led Rich to the table.  

 “Your usual table?” Rich said, trying not to look too 
wild-eyed as he settled on the minimalist chair.  

 “You don‟t get to many high society events, I‟d guess,” 
Laura said. Her eyes sparkled with wit and Rich caught the 
faintest scent of brandy on her breath.  

 “What gives you that idea?” Rich tried to joke. 

 “I like that about you,” Laura admitted. “You won‟t try 
to impress me with your sports car collection, or discuss how 
your diversified portfolio is doing, or interest me in an 
investment opportunity.” She laughed a bit. “”And you think 
I‟m pretty.” 

 “No no,” Rich disagreed, shaking his head. “No, you 
are not pretty. Laura, you are gorgeous. A knockout. Angelic. I 
mean, seriously,” he said with a blush and a grin. “Pretty?” 

 “My father is a vice president for a big company, I‟ve 
been coming here since I was a little girl,” Laura said. “I 
guess I didn‟t think about how this place would look to you.” 
She sipped her drink. 

 “Yeah,” Rich agreed. “I was waiting for you outside. 
The doorman helped me in,” he said. 
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 “Oh my gosh!” Laura said, flushing. “I should have 
realized! God, I‟m so sorry, Rich. I was wondering if you 
were going to come. And there you were, outside.” She put 
her hand on his forearm, and he liked it. 

 “Hey, forget all that,” Rich said in as easy a manner as 
he could. “What‟s good?” He picked up the menu and 
looked it over. 

 Handwritten French. Why would things get easy now? 

 She laughed, and he figured it was all worth it. 

* 

 “Yeah, but next time I’m paying,” Rich insisted as they 
left the restaurant. “That shrimp stuff was pretty amazing, 
you are right. But now that I‟ve been trying new things, it‟s 
your turn. I know this place that makes great gyros, and you 
should really give it a chance.” 

 “Oh, Rich,” Laura said, still chuckling, “My sides hurt. I 
haven‟t laughed this much since I don‟t even remember 
when.” Her arm threaded through the crook of his elbow, 
she pulled him closer. “It‟s getting chilly out.” 

 “If I had a car I‟d offer you a ride home,” Rich said 
with a sigh. “Want me to call you a cab?” 

 “No, my driver is a few blocks away in a parking garage 
waiting for me. I call him, and he comes to pick me up.” She 
patted her purse. “I have a cell phone.” 

 “Fancy,” Rich grinned.  

 “If you want, I‟ll give you a ride home too,” Laura 
offered. 

 “No! No, that‟s fine,” Rich said quickly. “Don‟t worry 
about me. I have it all worked out.” 

 “So in this master plan, do you go home immediately, 
or do you have a little time for a stroll?” Laura asked, not 
looking at him as she held on to his arm. 
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 “I have nothing more important to do, actually,” Rich 
said, watching the glow of the streetlight on her fine skin, her 
golden hair. “Nothing more important than spending time 
with you. This has been a great date.” Stressful, he added in 
the privacy of his own mind, but incredible. 

 “There is a park down the street,” Laura said. “I used to 
play there while dad would talk business. There is a walking 
path overlooking the river.” 

 “That sounds nice,” Rich said, and they started walking 
down the sidewalk. 

 A block passed in quietness; Rich wanted to say 
something, anything, but he almost held his breath so the 
moment would not pass. She held his arm, and they were 
together, and his wildest dreams struggled to catch up to the 
reality. 

 “There‟s the park,” Laura said, pointing to the well-lit 
entrance.  

 “Cool,” Rich said, suddenly imagining a bench under 
the moonlight, snuggling close, and perhaps whispers, which 
involved lips— 

 “See the park, Carl?” said a rough voice behind him. He 
turned to face the speaker, shielding Laura with his body. A 
lanky, rough man with sunken eyes and waxen features stood 
in the mouth of the alley they had just passed. 

 “I see it, Jim,” Carl said, stepping between the couple 
and the park. He was solidly built, a knit cap over his 
dreadlocks. “Looks like a nice place for rich people to hang 
out.” 

 “Hang on, fellas,” Rich said. “Let‟s just take it easy.” He 
could feel Laura‟s breath tight and full of terror. 

 “What do you like better?” Jim asked. “Take, or easy?” 
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 “Damn, son, we didn‟t even get to the stickup line,” 
Carl said mildly as he pulled a knife out of his pocket and 
popped the switchblade.  

 The doormen at Etienne‟s seemed miles away. Rich 
stared at the chip of light reflected from the mugger‟s blade. 
A feeling bloomed in him; a rage, a hate, a fear he had never 
felt before. He looked into the eyes of the lanky mugger, and 
saw a casual, dispassionate lust and violence growing out of a 
life that had no decency or hope left in it. A slow smile 
crawled across Jim‟s face, showing crooked yellow teeth. 

 “Let‟s rape her before we kill her!” Carl said, eager as the 
knife twitched in his hand. 

 Laura gasped, her heart racing. “Go back to the 
restaurant,” Rich said under his breath. Then his eyes 
narrowed. “Now.”  

 Rich darted forward, and as Jim dragged a revolver out 
of his pocket, Rich snatched him by the throat and elbow 
and flung him back to thud off the alley wall, the gun 
clattering away. Laura sprinted past the downed mugger, 
running for the well-lit street in front of the restaurant. Rich 
spun to face the remaining mugger, his blood flaring with a 
dark joy to be able to act, to confront and defeat his fear. 
Wild-eyed, the mugger drove the knife at Rich. Rich did not 
avoid the attack, and the knife slammed into his chest. The 
blade deflected, tearing his shirt, but Rich was unmoved and 
felt no pain. He paused just long enough to see the shock 
and confusion register in the mugger‟s eyes, then his head 
shot forward, butting into the mugger‟s face and sending him 
soaring back to slam down full length on the concrete.  

 The other mugger pounced, having pulled a knife from 
his pocket. Reflex kicked in, fueled by revulsion, and Rich‟s 
elbow snapped back and hit the mugger in the head. With a 
dull crunch, the neck gave; the mugger sprawled across the 
sidewalk, one shoe flying off. He landed in garbage, and did 
not move, the light reflecting from a glassy and senseless 
stare.  
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 For one weightless moment, Rich felt nothing. 

 Then the horror of what he had done slammed home. 
For all the brawls, for all the tussles, the lies, the bent and 
broken laws… Rich had never killed. His guts squirmed as he 
realized neither mugger was moving. Breath shortened, 
nerves frayed, and his hands trembled. A riot of emotion 
swarmed through him; guilt, shame, fear, victory, despair. 
What now? 

 Barely thinking, Rich easily scooped up the two bodies 
and stuffed them in a dumpster, then he looked down at his 
sliced shirt. Nothing to do about that, but at least there was 
no blood. His hands started shaking as the other emotions 
deflated, leaving only panic and guilt. What if—what if all the 
fancy equipment, investigation—people saw him leave with 
Laura, just down the block killing—what would Laura say if 
the cops—what if the cops connected—his mind shied away 
from accepting that the next few minutes might be his last as 
a man free of suspicion. He felt gut-punched as he realized 
he had just become a person of interest in a murder case, 
double homicide. Did he dare to take his chances, or should 
he turn himself in for self-defense? 

 He knew, at a bone level, any examination of the bodies 
would show they had not been killed by human force. He 
staggered to the side and threw up all the shrimp and wine. 

 Might as well round out the crime scene. Damn. Damn. 

 Try to clean up the crime scene? Go to where Laura 
was waiting for her driver, no doubt frantic with worry? 
Horror simmered in Rich‟s bones; he was guilty as hell. He 
just became the villain. 

 DAMN. 

 He gritted his teeth, and ran to the restaurant, his eyes 
haunted. “Glad you are okay,” he said as he ran up to Laura. 
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 Something of relief was in her eyes, as was an 
uncertainty. A fear. “Same here,” she said. “What 
happened?” 

 “They got away,” Rich lied with a half-hearted attempt 
at humor. “You okay here?” 

 “Oh, Rich,” she said, hugging him. “I‟m so glad you 
aren‟t hurt.” 

 “Yeah,” he said as a sleek car pulled up. “This your 
ride?” 

 “It is,” she said. “Look… I‟ll call you?” 

 “Great,” he said with a smile that felt frozen on his face. 
“Bye.”  

 She got into the car, offered him one last worried look, 
and then she was gone, safe in her armor, moving through 
the city. Rich‟s whole body began to shake as the doormen 
looked at him. 

 “Mugging,” Rich explained, lips numb. “Nothing to see, 
no reason to call the cops.” He abruptly stopped, walking 
away from the restaurant. Damn. He could hear the case 
unfolding in court, the doormen on the stand, testimony of 
witnesses, evidence from the alley. Placed at the scene, 
motive. He could turn himself in. And they would find out 
about what he could do. He shivered. No. No. No. 

 Four blocks down, he stared at the inert dumpster in 
the alley. He shivered, or trembled, as he contemplated what 
it meant to him. Then he gripped it and leaped off the 
ground, flying up into the New York night, then out over the 
river. He plunged down towards the middle, diving with the 
dumpster, flipping it over and planting it in the mud of the 
river bottom, his muscles taut in the shock of the frigid 
water. It would not float, it would not release its damning 
contents. Rich burst up out of the dark womb of the river 
into the glittering smog of the night sky, blazing up with 
incredible speed, zooming over the city to drop in a bad part 
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of town, some would call it a slum. He walked down an alley 
to the back of a sagging house, and down the steps to his 
basement apartment. He let himself in, ignoring the stench of 
the place, and he sagged down on a battered chair. Tugging 
out his sopping wallet, he pulled everything out and spread it 
on the end table to dry. 

 Laura offered that damning faltering smile in his mind‟s 
eye. 
 “I didn‟t get her number,” Rich murmured to himself. 
His eye caught on another card. A number he did have. 

 He picked up the damp card, and stared at it. In the 
semi-darkness of the City that Never Sleeps, sirens wailed 
not far away, the refrain to the song this neighborhood sang 
every night. 

 His hands still shook as he reached for the phone. 

 

CHAPTER FOUR 

 “He flew away with the dumpster,” Jim said reflectively, 
squinting into the night sky. 

 “Very strong,” Carl agreed, rubbing at his neck. “If you 
please, Mr. Wyngarde, I do not think he is coming back.” He 
looked to a shadowy figure who stood wreathed in smoke, 
dim in the shadowed alley. 

 “And why would he?” the shadow murmured. “Absent 
the bodies, there is no reason to investigate further, and 
many alleys are choked with trash and vomit.” He drew on 
his cigarillo, and its tip glowed balefully. “Now, we will 
release the illusion.” He raised his hand over his head with a 
dramatic flourish, and snapped imperiously. Illusion winked 
out, revealing Carl and Jim‟s true appearance. 

 Two young Hispanic men were revealed, dressed in 
sharp khakis and pressed polo shirts, clean cut and well 
groomed. They glanced at each other, smiling broadly. “I feel 
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soiled after that, Mr. Wyngarde,” one said. “That illusion was 
superb. He thinks he hit us with those mighty blows.” 

 “Naturally,” the shadow nodded. “Now, de la Rocha, da 
Costa, we must be going. We are due back at the school 
shortly.” He caught one by the arm. “Impressive work, de la 
Rocha,” he said, an oily pride in his voice. “You have a real 
future with this kind of work. He was yours to command, 
and you never said a word.” 

 “Yes,” the young man said, his eyes fearless and his 
stance proud. “As you say—naturally.” 

 A sleek car pulled up and stopped at the mouth of the 
alley. The driver stepped out of the car. Even streetlamps 
accented her pale beauty, washing out what little color she 
had, so she was luminous in the dimness. “Let‟s go,” she said 
curtly, walking around the car and getting in the front 
passenger seat. 

 As da Costa and de la Rocha piled into the back seat, 
the shadowy figure crossed under street lights, revealed as 
Frost‟s driver. He got in and started the car. “Any word yet?” 
he asked. 

 Frost‟s cell phone warbled, and she offered Wyngarde a 
secret smile as she answered. “Frost here.” 

 “This is Rich Rider, we talked earlier,” Rich said, his 
tone unsteady. “I‟ve been thinking. About your school. 
Learning to control—you know, my abilities.” He paused. “I 
want to go to your school.” 

 “Excellent,” Frost said. “You need to be on campus 
May second, we start the semester on the fifth.” 

 “That‟s months away,” Rich said. 

 “If you get into trouble between now and then,” Frost 
purred. “Just call me. I‟ll be in touch.” She snapped the 
phone shut, and offered a triumphant look to her driver, who 
smiled at the road. 
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 “Excellent,” Wyngarde said. “Do you think he‟ll 
reconsider?” 

 “Not a chance,” Frost replied. “He wouldn‟t dare. He‟s 
a monster now.” 

 Her smile showed all her teeth. 

 

March 2 

 Eric Lensherr, known by his close associates as Magnus, 
looked up from his papers as his secretary opened the door. 
She ushered in a tall, strikingly handsome blonde man with a 
crafty face. Magnus did not rise to greet him. 

 "Sit," he said. 

 "I'm more comfortable standing, if it's all the same to 
you," the visitor said with an irreverent smile. 

 Magnus narrowed his eyes. "You seem to have taken an 
interest in my business," he said. 

 "You have a choice," the guest said, examining his 
perfectly manicured nails. "You can lose your steelworks or 
your computing stranglehold. I'm deciding which. Of course, 
I am a gentleman as well as a scholar, and if that's too hard 
on you I can focus on Empire University and the network of 
educational contacts you've invested in." His smile revealed 
even rows of pearly white teeth. 

 "Mister Worthington," Magnus said with great restraint, 
"you should not push too hard. You might not like what 
happens." 

 Worthington looked into his eyes, took his measure, 
and smiled more broadly. "It's been too long since somebody 
took you on, old man," he said. He turned, and strode out of 
the office. 

 Once Magnus had thoroughly reined in the urge to 
crush Worthington, he picked up the phone and called his 
secretary in the outer office. 
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 "Find out everything there is to know about Warren 
Worthington the Third," he said sharply. He hung up and 
steepled his fingers on the desk, brooding. 

 

March 10 

 “I got your dossier for the teachers,” Xavier said from 
the doorway. “Looks like this will be a most fascinating 
semester.” His smile was unsettling, but tinted with sadness. 
“Still. I wonder if you are, perhaps too harsh. Especially 
considering the presence of da Costa and de la Rocha.” 

 “But you are trusting my judgment,” Frost reminded 
him. “And this is my show.” She paused. “How serious are 
your reservations?” she asked, fully shielded. 

 A smile softened Xavier‟s features. “I would not tell you 
your business,” he said. “I find your initial guest list most 
interesting. Especially the part where you recruit them all 
personally.” 

 “I have three secure, and more lined up.” 

 “You had two before Cerebro,” Xavier mused. “Seems 
dangerous to weaponize these youth before securing their 
loyalty with a vision, that‟s all,” Xavier shrugged. 

 For a long moment, Frost considered him and did not 
speak. “Xavier, are we going to have problems?” she asked, 
terse. “I am still not comfortable with your involvement.” 

 “Emma,” Xavier said soothingly. “Of course not. I have 
very much enjoyed a chance to work on some of my 
personal projects, with ample funding and privacy. I am glad 
Cerebro is getting a test run. I was going to build it for the 
Institute,” he shrugged, “but… the Institute attracts too 
much attention these days. I am concerned for it.” He smiled 
at her. “I am not looking to take over, I promise.” 
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 “I believe you,” Frost said without hesitation. “Now, 
I‟ve got some preparations to work on for my upcoming 
trip.” She offered him a brilliant smile. 

 Xavier bowed out. “Good luck,” he said. 

 The door closed behind him. 

 “You still don‟t let me call you „Emma‟,” Wyngarde 
murmured from the shadows. 

 “Well, you‟re no Xavier,” Frost retorted, not looking up 
from her papers. “What do you want.” 

 “I want you to have your own project. Not to be a farm 
team for his Institute‟s expansion.” Wynegarde looked at the 
door uneasily. “I don‟t like having him around, at the edge of 
our minds all the time. My powers have limits.” 

 “So do his,” Frost replied lightly. “As does his vision. I 
already have a plan.” 

 “You‟ve hatched a scheme,” Wyngarde said, bordering 
on delight. He sat in a chair before her desk, and only just 
resisted the urge to put his feet up. “I knew I didn‟t have to 
worry about anyone stabbing you before you got your shot 
off.” 

 “For a man who can paint such wonderful illusions, you 
sure do struggle with the big picture. The Institute has been a 
problem from the beginning.” She pointed her blood-shot 
eyes at the illusionist. “I know how to destroy it.” 

 Wynegarde blinked. “You don‟t think he‟ll—be angry?” 

 “If it comes to that, I can show him how I‟ve done him 
a favor,” she replied. “People are sniffing his back trail. With 
the Institute gone, his trail gets a lot colder.” She looked 
Wyngarde in the eye, unsettling him. “I have also touched 
the Institute‟s president, Geraint,” she murmured. “He 
doesn‟t like being Xavier‟s on-call slave. This is something 
Xavier would have to do anyway.” She licked her lips. 
“Maybe sooner, rather than later.” 
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 “Really?” Wyngarde asked, uncertain. 

 Frost simply laughed. 

 

March 10 

 “You can‟t be serious,” Wyngarde growled, glancing in 
the rearview. “A wolf-girl?” The car steadily navigated the 
recently plowed back road, but it was not a gentle ride. 

 “A man named Wendall lives up on this ridge,” Frost 
replied. “He has been telling stories in town about capturing 
a wolf-girl. I‟ve always wanted one.” Her smile was wry. 

 “How is a wolf-girl going to fit into your curriculum?” 
Wyngarde mused. 

 “The others will have to figure out how to deal with 
her, won‟t they,” Frost reflected. 

 “You frighten me terribly,” Wyngarde observed as his 
smile grew wide and unpleasant. 

They heard a crack, then crackle; gunfire. 

 “Let‟s get up to the ridge,” Frost frowned. 

* 

 Frost scowled as her boots punched through the snow. 
The ratty cabin, and beyond, a scarred post with a rusty 
chain, blood staining the snow. Frost sensed a flash of 
memory: 

 Playing dead. Men talking. One poking with a stick. Poking 
again. A pounce! Blood—heat. Keys in his pocket. The woods. 

 Frost concentrated a moment, and sensed the thoughts 
higher on the ridge. Frowning, she continued her hike, up 
through the trees on a narrow trail that had been used not an 
hour before. 

 Deer. Surprised. Hot. Strong. So good. 
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 “At least,” Frost muttered to herself, “all my other 
students are urban.” She shoved another snowy branch out 
of the way, glad she was fit and healthy as she pressed on up 
the side of the hill. 

 “Hurry up,” Frost called over her shoulder. She was 
gratified to see Wyngarde toiling up the snowy path behind 
her. She returned her attention to the chase. Several guns had 
discharged. She scanned briefly; four hunters, one target. 

 Or, maybe, four targets and one hunter. 

 Frost quickened her pace. 

* 

 “Whut we got here,” the fat man muttered, “is some 
kind a mad dog.” He looked up from the tracks, eyes mean. 
“This bitch ain‟t gonna get no more kills. Not deer, not my 
buddies, not cops, not us. Let‟s get her.” 

 “I ain‟t seen a wolf girl before,” his skinny companion 
said. “How does that happen? Like, a birth defect?” 

 “Lissen ta you,” said the square-jawed hunter. “Birth 
defect. Hell, she‟s the missing link. Miss Bigfoot.” 

 “She will head up the ridge,” the fat man muttered. 
“She is keeping the high ground, and staying downwind so 
she can smell us as we follow her.” He hefted his rifle. 

 “I‟m sorry about your brother, Wendall,” said the short 
man with glasses. “But shouldn‟t we think about science 
here? I mean, nobody ever got something like this alive. 
Think of all the studies they‟d do.” 

 “They can do an autopsy,” the skinny man said, perking 
up. “Wendall, we could sell the body! To the media!” 

 “Focus,” growled the square-jawed man. “Let‟s not sell 
our corpses before we‟ve corpsified them.” He paused. 
“Hold up. Rocks ahead. Perfect for an ambush.” 
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 “She‟s running out of cover on her way to the treeline,” 
Wendall agreed. “Sid, you go around to the right. Vern, to 
the left. We‟ll go up the center.” 

 “Are—are you sure we should, you know, split up?” Sid 
asked nervously, adjusting his glasses. Wendall shoved him at 
the shadows under the snow-laden trees, squinting at the 
rocks. 

 “That‟s just where she‟ll be.” 

 The hunters did not notice the two figures closing in on 
the path behind them. 

 Wendall and the square-jawed hunter climbed warily up 
between the rocks, rifles in hand. Still, they were startled by a 
blur of violence as a figure uncoiled at them; Wendall 
snapped a shot off as the wolf girl plowed into the other 
hunter, driving him down at the snow as his shot went wide. 
His head rebounded from the rocks as Wendall desperately 
chambered another round. 

 She sprang from her victim, and Wendall jerked the 
trigger—the round slammed into her chest, flinging her back 
to bounce off her own blood spray on the rock. She spun 
and toppled down, going fetal, clutching at her chest as 
blood gushed into her lungs, out her nose and mouth. 

 Wendall chambered another round, lining up. 

 In the cover of the forest, exquisite lips curved. 

 “A joke,” Frost whispered. Next to her, Wyngarde 
concentrated. 

 “Hell, son,” Wendall said with a bemused smile, hefting 
on his partner‟s arm, helping the bleeding man up. “It was a 
wolf after all.” 

 The square-jawed hunger clutched at his bleeding chest. 
“Strong bastard.” 

 They looked down at the corpse on the snowy rock. A 
wolf, lean and stringy, tongue lolling out, eyes glassy. 
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 The other two hunters closed in. “Dammit, Wendall, 
what was all this talk of a wolf-girl? You had me seeing one!” 

 “That‟s cause yer dumb,” Wendall sighed. “There‟s no 
room in this world for something that weird. Not for 
sensible folks with lives to live. That‟s just to keep the 
overheated dope heads up at night.” He shook his head. 
“Well, that does it. I‟m not draggin that thing back to the 
cabin.” He looked at his friends. 

 “Me neither,” Sid shrugged. “I can‟t believe you got im, 
second shot.” 

 “Good for me you did,” the other hunter said. 
 “Let‟s get a beer,” Wendall said, suddenly weary. “I got 
to see to making sure my brother gets a proper burial.” 

 The hunters trooped back down the path, absorbed in 
their own thoughts. They didn‟t look back. 

 A moment later, Frost and Wyngarde stood over the 
dead wolf.  

 “You do good work,” Frost confessed. Wyngarde 
smiled to himself and elaborately snapped his fingers, 
revealing the wary wolf-girl. Her wound was almost healed, 
only a little blood seeping from it. She crouched, uncertain 
and wary. 

 Frost looked her over. Bright yellow eyes, her face was 
almost a muzzle, with narrow down-turned features. Lithe 
and skinny, ragged with fur, black claws clotted with fresh 
blood from a recent kill, slicking her fur here and there. 

 “Your name,” Frost said clearly, “was Maria 
Callasantos. If you would like to be a person again, come 
with me.” 

 The wolf girl stared at her. 

 “Beds,” Frost clarified. “Cooked food. Friends. I can 
take you somewhere that you can learn to live like a person 
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again. Use words. I can free you,” Frost said, “from a prison 
of solitude in the forest.” 

 Maria hesitated, unsure, sniffing. 

 “Four of them got you,” Frost said, her voice low and 
thrilling. “You kill again, it might be the national guard 
flushing you out.” 

 The wolf girl rose, eyes burning, and nodded. “Let‟s 
go,” she rasped, her voice rough with disuse. 

 Frost smiled. “Right this way.” 

 

March 19 

 Frost closed in on the front desk. A young man smiled 
at her appreciatively. She nodded to him. 

 "Jonathan Storm is an old friend of mine," she said. "I 
was supposed to meet him here." She breathed out as her 
mind touched the clerk's expectations, adjusting them. 

 "Sure," the clerk said, fingers flying on the keyboard. 
"He's in room 318." He beamed at her, and she smiled back.  

 A minute later she stepped out of the elevator and 
strolled directly to room 318, having borrowed memories of 
the hotel from the clerk so she knew exactly where she was 
going. She took a deep breath and focused herself, adjusting 
her impeccable suit, then rapped on the hotel door sharply. 

 Rustling of movement inside, then the door opened. 
The man who opened it had sharp, almost hawkish features 
and a tousle of blonde hair. He was lean, defined, graceful. 
He was half dressed, barefoot, still wearing his khakis, a dress 
shirt draped on his lithe torso. His eyes narrowed. 

 "You're not supposed to be here," he said, his voice 
hard. "Leave." 

 She shrugged. "Of course you know who I am, who 
everyone on the Council is," she said. 
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 "And you know that nobody is supposed to have contact 
with my people except the Black Queen," Storm said flatly. 
"I don't want to know how you found me tonight. You aren't 
even supposed to know who I am. So forget already." He 
closed the door. 

 "Have it your way," Frost murmured in her most 
sensually regretful voice. She turned and strolled back 
towards the bank of elevators. "I'm sure your sister Sue 
would be very proud of your restraint." 

 She counted five steps before the door opened. Storm 
leaned out. 

 "I'm not some flunky you can manipulate," he said. "I 
have protections in my mind. You mess with me and you'll 
get burned." 

 "Perhaps we can discuss this in your room?" Frost said, 
glancing down the hall at a laughing couple that left their 
room and headed towards the conversation. 

 Storm wavered for a moment, then stepped inside 
leaving the door open. He totally missed Frost's triumphant 
smile; it was gone by the time she closed the door behind 
herself. 

 Storm lit a cigarette, took a quick puff, then glanced at 
her. "So what are you risking your life to talk to me about?" 

 Frost settled in a chair, feeling sleek, feeling her taut 
thighs and slim waist and graceful arms drawing Storm's 
attention. She caught his eyes and held them for a moment, 
because she knew she had that power even without her 
controls. She felt beautiful for a moment, and let him feel it 
too. 

 "Do me a small favor," she said, "and I'll change your 
life." 

 "Pryor is the only contact," Storm said. "The deal is 
clear." 
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 "I accept that," she nodded. "But I am not here on 
Inner Council business, and I'm not asking you for Illuminati 
support. This is just between us. In a personal capacity." 

 "I don't have a personal capacity," Storm muttered 
around his cigarette. "I am who and what I am. If I agree to 
help you, I commit the Illuminati and its resources." He eyed 
her sideways, struggling. "What do you want, anyway?" 

 She smiled faintly. "Parapsychological Studies Institute," 
she said. "I want the place, and its administrator Geraint, 
crushed. Killed, disposed of, you know. Especially their 
underground areas. I'm parched, do you have a drink?" 

 "Not much of a task," Storm said as he padded over to 
the fridge and opened it, pulling out a bottle of Gatorade. 
"This do for you?" 

 "Mm," she nodded. He tossed it across the room, she 
deftly caught it and opened it. She felt his eyes on her as she 
twisted the cap off, put the rim to her lips; she felt his eyes 
trace down her throat as she offered him a view in profile as 
she swallowed the drink. She twisted the cap back on and 
met his eyes. Both of them were unabashed. “It is not much 
of a task for you, with your resources, but it could take me a 
lot of time and effort to get around their formidable 
defenses.” 

 “I want to know why,” Storm said. “Why you want to 
bust this institute up.” 

 “I have a bit of technology that I want to control,” 
Frost said. “The man who is building mine built theirs, at the 
Institute. I do not want that technology in hands besides my 
own.” She paused a moment. “And I do not want my new 
friend to go back to his old friends, if you know what I 
mean.” 

 “You sound pretty sure this technology is in their 
underground base.” Storm looked her in the eye. 

 “I am.” 
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 "So it's time to get to what you're offering," Storm said 
half playfully. Frost rose from her chair and approached him. 

 "You know I can enter the minds of others," she said 
softly. "Connect them. May I? For just a moment?"  

 He looked at her sideways, then nodded. She touched 
his arm, her hand went around his back and clasped his 
shoulderblade, she pressed against him and kissed him gently. 
As she did, she touched his mind, linked them, so he felt 
every shiver of excitement from both of them. And she didn't 
have to pretend he excited her. This close, his hard body was 
unusually warm and tense. She smiled as they both shared 
the sensation of her curves pressing up against him. Then she 
released him and turned away. 

 "Whoah," he said, slightly shaken. 

 "Exactly," she smiled. "I'm offering you an experience 
that even the most jaded man can't get. You do this small 
favor for me, and in exchange you know exactly how good 
you are in bed. Two as one is better than a crowd in bed, 
wouldn't you say?" she asked with a lean smile. 

 She saw his imagination spark and flare to life. For a 
long moment, Storm weighed the risk against the gain, but 
there was really no doubt as to the outcome. "You got 
yourself a squashed institute," he said. 

 "When it's done," she said, "come back to this hotel and 
I'll find you." She smiled her naughtiest smile, then slipped 
out the door leaving Storm alone. 

 As she strode down the hallway, she was flooded by an 
unfurling sense of relief. A calculated risk; he would have 
been within his rights to kill her or report her both up and 
down the chain of authority. Then she would have been 
killed or worse. As it was… she reflected on the look in his 
eye. If he could get away with it he would. Her smile 
broadened as she twirled into the elevator. The price, she 
thought as she imagined his hard, lean muscle, was certainly 
one she wouldn't mind paying. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

April 10 

 Magnus rubbed the bridge of his nose, his eyes pressed 
shut. The low grade headache had plagued him for days. He 
opened his eyes to watch his negotiating team working with 
Worthington's team as Worthington paced back and forth 
behind his lawyers and businessmen.  Worthington caught 
his eye and smiled. 

 Magnus's business manager approached, looking 
worried. "The negotiations are going poorly," he murmured. 
"Worthington is going to stick to his conditions for the sale 
of the steelworks or he's going to walk away from the table. 
And he's already expressed interest in your computing 
interests. He's agreed that this is the last part of your 
diversified holdings he'll target if we meet his conditions. 
Otherwise he'll be after the rest." 

 "Sell it," Magnus growled. "Sell it, get his agreement in 
writing, and hope he enjoys it while it lasts." His eyes grew 
very deep as he gazed at Worthington, who drank in his 
frustration. "We'll have it back in three weeks." 

 "Yes sir," his business manager nodded, and he went to 
start the paperwork. 

* 

 The blonde man approached with a spring in his step 
and settled into the chair with a tremendous smile. "I did it," 
he said. 

 The woman across the table looked up at him. "You did 
what," she said. 

 "Frost, I just took Lensherr's entire steelworks," he said, 
beaming. 

 "Say again?" the beautiful woman said, her eyes flashing 
as she gripped the table. 
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 "His steelworks," he repeated. "The entire Milwaukee 
division. You should have seen the look on his face!" 

 The restaurant bustled around them unchanged, but 
Frost was very pale. "That was stupid, Worthington," she 
said. "We had an agreement. You check with me before 
acting." She bit her lip, anger sparking in her eyes. "Now he'll 
be coming for you. He loves those steelworks.  Built them up 
from scratch, one of his earliest investments. It's not just an 
asset to him. You're a stupid boy and you wouldn't 
understand. Now shut up while I try to think of a way to 
explain the situation to you." 

 She leaned back and regarded him for a long moment. 
"Magnus will let an insult slide. But a direct attack." She 
shook her head. "Your life is in serious danger and there's 
only one way I can think of to deflect his wrath from you 
long enough for you to get out of this alive. You see," she 
said, shifting position, "Magnus is a crusader. When he 
chooses a cause… he pursues it with a mandate that might as 
well be from God. Once he chooses his target then he 
pursues it singlemindedly with a ferocity few can match. 
That's how he got into the Inner Council. I found it… 
helpful. And charming, in a way. But now," she said, 
narrowing her eyes, "he's become something of a bore, an 
obstruction, and he's not with the program. So I'm replacing 
him. If you live long enough." 

 "You keep calling him Magnus," Worthington said, 
struggling not to be sulky. "Like he's some great leader or 
something." 

 "He is," she replied severely, "even if I don't like him. 
You forget that at your peril. Now listen up, because you're 
going to do exactly what I say…" 

* 

 “But you promised!” the beautiful young woman cried. 

 “So did you!” the portly man retorted quietly. He 
loomed over her in the opulent bedroom. Trophies lined the 
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shelves on one wall, framed impressionistic paintings on the 
other, the whole room comfortable and pastel. “You said you 
could control yourself.” 

 “I can! I will!” she pled. 

 “There there, honey, you have to see this from our 
point of view,” the attractive matron soothed as she sat 
down on the chair across from the bed. “Angel, your father 
and I have taken a few chances, to protect you, along the 
way, and, well, you haven‟t made it easy for us.” Her face 
creased with concern. 

 “Easy? No. No no, our special little girl has not made it 
easy,” the big man agreed, his brows lowering but his tone 
emotionless. “Freshman year of high school, every 
microwave in the cafeteria. A choir road trip was cancelled 
halfway across the country when the bus engine was fried. 
Two electronics departments at the mall have each gotten 
checks that would pay for your college education at a private 
school. Then there was the airport in Glasgow—” 

 “Daddy, I know and I don‟t need to hear it all again!” 
Angel protested. “I learned from that! I‟m better! I can 
control it!” 

 “Until you have an emotional moment?” Her father‟s 
question was cool, flat. “Angel, what if you started to act out, 
right now? What would happen to your mother and I?” He 
looked her in the eye. “What if you started projecting that 
energy and hit us, your flesh and blood? Please calm down.” 

 “I‟m tired of this!” Angel cried, her lovely features 
blotching with tears. “I‟m tired of being told to calm down, 
I‟m tired of being scared of my feelings, I‟m tired of you 
telling me what to do!” 

 “Well we all get tired,” her father replied calmly. “That 
boy, Tim, will be okay. But we‟ll be handling his hospital 
bills.” Her father paused. “Mrs. Dimmitt is a good family 
friend. She won‟t press charges.” 
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 “Angel,” her mother said, “we said you could go to that 
birthday party if you could keep control of yourself. And 
besides, I thought you liked this boy, Tim.” 

 “I do!” Angel managed, on the edge of another burst of 
tears. “Oh, I wish I was normal!” 

 A light knock tapped at the door to the bedroom, and 
Angel‟s mother opened it. “Oh, hello there Ms. Frost. Thank 
you for coming on such short notice.” 

 “No problem,” Frost said as she stepped into the room. 
“I‟ve spoken with the Dimmitt family. They understand that 
what happened was a malfunction of the espresso machine 
when a power surge hit. Fortunately, it is still under 
warrantee.” She handed Angel‟s father a folded, uncashed 
check. “We will be fine.” Her smile did not warm Angel at 
all. “I‟d like to have a moment to speak with your daughter.” 

 “We can finish this later,” Angel‟s mother said with a 
suggestive look at her husband. “Thank you again, Ms. 
Frost.” 

 “My pleasure,” Frost replied, adjusting herself on the 
settle in Angel‟s bedroom. She looked across the spacious 
room to where Angel quivered with frustration and tears. She 
waited until the door closed, leaving them alone. “Quite a 
show tonight.” 

 “I don‟t want to go to your school,” Angel said, red-
faced. 

 “I know,” Frost shrugged. “And your parents would 
not normally send you.” She smiled, and it was a less pleasant 
smile. “You have worn them out, Angel,” she said. “They 
aren‟t thinking clearly about what is best for you. They want 
to protect themselves, and you, from whatever bizarre 
accident you trigger next. That makes them vulnerable to me. 
Because I want you. And I can tell you this because I have 
touched their thoughts and they will listen to me like they 
may never listen to you again.” Her smile showed cold, 
pearly teeth. 
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 “Wha—why are you doing this? And telling me this?” 
Angel demanded, breathless, tears forgotten. 

 “I can be honest because you‟ll be grateful to me when 
I‟m through,” Frost said, flicking an invisible speck of lint off 
her knee. “I can teach you to control your powers, and 
control people, and the, uh, amateur night waterworks there 
will not be high up on your list of tools,” she said with a 
general wave towards Angel‟s ruddy face. 

 “I don‟t have to go if I don‟t want to,” Angel said, 
hovering between a sense of intimidation and a sense of awe. 

 “You do,” Frost shrugged. “And if you do try your 
microwave energies towards me, I‟ll see to it that you boil 
your own blood.” The barest traces of amusement 
surrounded her cold tone. “How is that for tough love?” 

 “I could call the cops,” Angel said, hating the doubt she 
heard in her own voice. 

 Frost laughed. “Darling, if you reach the end of a 
semester at school with me, if you still want to, it will be easy 
for you to make your parents send you to another school.” 

 Angel hesitated. 

 “That‟s my girl,” Frost soothed with a wicked smile. 

  

April 11 

 Magnus was lost in thought, seated at the ornate table in 
the sacrosanct Inner Council. Surrounded by flickering 
candles, he wore a crisp white tunic, pants, white leather 
boots, gloves, and a cloak. His curling flare of white hair 
complemented his clothes nicely. A band of white gold 
twisted around his forehead, with a pale stone set in it. He sat 
very still on his throne, only his eyes dark. 

 The vast doors creaked open, then shut again, and 
Magnus felt another approach. A slim woman with a fiery 
mane of red curls stood before her throne at the table, 
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regarding him. He returned her stare, ignoring the shapely 
black leather bodice and cloak and looking into her green 
eyes. On her brow she wore a black twisted circlet with a 
stone set over the forehead. 

 "Magnus," she breathed through her luscious lips. 
"How goes the task?" 

 "All continues, Pryor," he said indifferently. "And here, 
you will call me the White King. How often you forget." 

 She lounged down into her throne, studying him 
shrewdly. Then she sighed. He smiled. 

 "You are not yet skilled enough to look into my mind," 
he said. 

 Her smile took on a different tenor. "I must keep trying, 
White King. You see, sometimes people get stronger. 
Sometimes weaker." 

 The door opened and closed again, and the White King 
tightened his jaw as the Black Queen looked to see who 
approached. Emma Frost, the White Queen, claimed her 
throne, dressed in a tightly laced and deeply flattering bodice 
and skin tight pants under her cloak. Centered on her 
forehead was a circlet of pale gold with a white stone over 
her forehead. Her fabrics and style echoed those of the 
White King. 

 She looked satisfied as she primly slid down into her 
seat. She looked directly at Magnus. "How goes the task?" 
she asked smugly. 

 He gestured at her with annoyance. "All goes according 
to plan," he said. 

 The Black Queen was eyeing the White Queen with 
equal parts suspicion and curiosity. "And yours?" 

 "Fabulous," the White Queen said, leaning back.  

 The door opened one last time, and as it boomed shut 
the Black King was with them. Solid in girth, his slick black 
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hair was pulled back to a curl of ponytail. His square features 
were hard and expressive. He had the hands of an artist, and 
the smile of a viper. He wore a circlet that closely resembled 
a crown, a jet black stone set in the band. The others stood 
for the Black King, and he swept up to the table with his 
coattails brushing past the Black Queen's throne. 

 "We're all here," he said. "I convene our session." They 
all sat. 

 "Glad you could make it, my King," the Black Queen 
said archly. 

 "Are you?" he replied with a calculated smile. "Now, on 
to the business of the circle. As we speak, a dinner is being 
prepared for us in the next room, so when we've finished 
parching ourselves with talk, our mundane thirsts may be 
slaked." He looked to Black Queen. "How goes the task?" 

 "In Brazil," she said languidly, "I've gotten the drug 
traffic so established that they issue permits to farmers. The 
government is in a panic and looking to outside governments 
to help with the problem. Since it's everyone's problem," she 
said with a shrug, "there's progress, assisted by me of course, 
toward making a unified task force to care for the drug 
issue." She smiled. "South America will be under centralized 
authority, even if they still have governments and countries. 
I've hand picked a few men who will be power hungry 
enough to consolidate the task force's advantages. I'm on 
schedule. Your efforts are amply supported," she said with a 
nod to the Black King. 

 "White Queen," the Black King said, turning to the 
woman in pristine white. 

 "I've gone ahead with the school I discussed with you 
earlier. All is well. This crop should turn out nicely, and 
greatly speed the work. In the meantime, my influence has 
also enabled me to ramrod a school grading system through; 
a way to rank schools by our criteria. The influence starts 
small, but as more and more schools get on board it will 
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allow us to choose the schools we want to draw the kinds of 
students we want. Then recruitment will be far easier, for the 
task. Besides, international standards of education should 
make the world smaller. I support the White King in all 
things." 

 The White King glowered at her, patiently waiting his 
turn. The Black King smiled at the White Queen, and slowly 
turned to him. "White King?" 

 "I remember her 'support' differently," he said tersely. 
"If it was not for me, the measures would not have been 
passed. Every school involved benefited from my influence 
as a patron. You seem to have forgotten to mention that." 

 "Oh," Frost said airily, "You volunteered to help," she 
said simply, "so I let you." Her smile was condescending. 
"Just trying to anticipate your needs, my King. 

 "It was my idea," Magnus snapped. "It wasn't just about 
money. They knew me, trusted me. I did a lot more than 
write checks, Frost." Shaw raised his hand. 

 "This is boring," the Black King said, "and a breach of 
protocol. Watch that, White King. Surely you did something 
on your own?" 

 Nettled, the White King struggled with his temper and 
leaned back. "Yes," he said. "Yes, I've kept the computing 
standard without serious competition, but I haven't stifled 
innovation within our parameters. The international 
computer standard is taking a deeper position in the business 
world. Practices are standardizing. With the new global 
aspects of the technologies we should be able to dig for 
information deeper and faster from anywhere. And I've put 
up two more satellites for our use this month." 

 "Excellent," the Black King said. "Good to see you 
haven't spent the whole month bickering." He smiled like a 
shark. "I suppose it's my turn. I've been selling diamonds and 
oil to gain control of a number of industries in South 
America that are assisted by my Queen's efforts," he said 
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with a nod to her. "My mining companies are fueling your 
steelworks," he said to the White King, "in recompense for 
you finding me the best spots to invest. And business has 
been booming smuggling artifacts out of India and China." 
He relaxed, almost dreamy. "As bits of culture spread across 
the globe, local culture is weakened and world awareness 
heightened. Desecration is a small price to pay for power." 

 He stirred himself and smiled. "Now for dinner and 
dancing!" 

* 

 Wyngarde leaned against the wall of the Hellfire Club 
enjoying a cigarillo. The door opened and closed, and Frost 
breezed past him. He fell into step. 

 "How did it go?" he asked eagerly. 

 "Perfectly," Frost said. "He lost his temper. Things with 
Worthington must be going very well indeed for him to be so 
easily baited. 

 "I can almost feel the crown!" Wyngarde said joyfully, 
clapping his hands together. 

 "Indeed," Frost said with a secret smile of her own. 
"Almost." 

 

CHAPTER SIX 

April 12 

 Magnus looked up as the door opened and closed. A 
slight, stooped man walked in. Magnus smiled.  

 "Ah, Sweeny. Good to see you again," he said, shifting 
his paperwork out of the way. 

 The slight man bowed. "As always, sire, when you 
summon I am yours to command." 

 Magnus stood. "I trust you've read what we compiled 
on Worthington?" 
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 "Every odious word," Sweeny said, his eyebrows 
contracting. "He is a villain of the first rank. Your steelworks." 
He shook his head, his lank hair swinging. "Foul." 

 "Just so," Magnus nodded. "After your reading, you 
know he values his art collection as I value my steelworks." 

 "A most cunning plan, sire," Sweeny said with a sly grin. 
"I shall see to it that he is deprived in short order." 

 "Not only that," Magnus said, an inner light filling his 
eyes, "I want it scattered across the globe in public and 
private collections. One piece in my office. And one, his 
favorite… burned." 

 "And there's his business manager, a very capable man," 
Sweeny said, checking his notes. "Charles Rankin. Should he 
have an accident, Worthington would be hard pressed to 
replace him." 

 "See to it that he becomes unlucky," Magnus said. 

 "Ah, there is nothing like working with one as great as 
yourself," Sweeny said with satisfaction. 

 "Worthington's investor's board has been wary of his 
cavalier attitude in the past," Magnus said, picking up his 
glass of wine and strolling to the windows, looking out over 
his darkened gardens. "Vindicate their fears. Rub his nose in 
an abyssal failure." Magnus turned and eyed Sweeny. "Any 
idiot can kill him. I've called in a man of your skills because I 
want him destroyed and alive. You have one week." 

 "Thank you, a thousand blessings upon you for your 
confidence in my humble skills," Sweeny said with a deep 
and sweeping bow. 

 "You know," Magnus said, looking back out the 
window, "it wasn't always like this." Sweeney listened 
attentively. "In the beginning, I just wanted to make the 
world a better place. I parlayed my talents and wits into a 
fortune, but the legitimate channels…" he sighed and shook 
his head. "They are designed to frustrate change, any change, 
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to preserve the status quo. Systems are built by those with 
power, to protect that power." 

 "Yes sir," Sweeny said after a moment. "Brilliant." 

 "So," Magnus continued, "I realized I'd have to make 
my own established channels. As I did so, I was approached 
by the Inner Council." He turned and eyed Sweeny. "Note 
that they approached me." He gazed out the window. "I saw in 
them a method for manipulating power that was above the 
law, and I realized that I had finally found those with the 
power to help me usher in a new age. Without hunger, 
without poverty, without nationalities and language barriers. 
Creating a new, globally unified earth. A heady dream for my 
youth." 

 "And a worthy one," Sweeny said, nodding vigorously. 
He had heard this story before, but he never tired of it. 

 "There would be no more war," Magnus said softly. 
"Only rebellions. And rightfully so, for the people would 
teach the rulers how to continually improve, and hold them 
accountable so they did not become tyrants. In time," he 
said, his voice barely audible as he was absorbed in his vision, 
"the people would see that the worthy had ascended to the 
throne, and their innate nobility... would awe the people." 

 There was silence save for the chirping of the crickets. 
Sweeny stood lost in Magnus's dream. Magnus heaved a deep 
sigh. 

 "But that's not what came of the Inner Council," he 
said, a trace of bitterness in his voice. "They are money 
grubbing power mongers. Even if they managed to bring the 
world together, they'd tear it apart for the spoils." 

 "Why?" Sweeny cried. "Why do you stay with them?" 

 Magnus pointed a sardonic smile at him. "To keep an 
eye on them, of course," he said. 

 Just then there was a knock at the door. 
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 "Yes?" he said impatiently. His assistant opened the 
door and brought him an envelope. 

 "This just came," she said. "The courier said it was 
urgent." 

 Magnus glanced at the envelope, and it arrested his 
attention. It bore the seal of the Inner Council. He opened 
the card. You are observed. That's all it said. 

 Magnus crumpled it in his fist with a feral grin. "Thank 
you, that will be all," he said to his assistant. He turned to 
Sweeny. "They're watching me. The Inner Council wants to 
be sure I can handle this Worthington whelp. We have an 
audience." His expression darkened. "Do not fail." 

 "No master," Sweeny said, bending at the waist in a 
desperate bow. "I would never fail you, sire!" 

 The windows exploded inward, and four assassins 
sprang in with their pistols blazing. Sweeny dove for cover 
behind Magnus's steel desk as Magnus spun, swirling his 
smoking jacket as it became instantly rigid and hard as steel. 

 Bullets caromed off Magnus's armor coat and splanged 
off the desk as the assassins dropped towards the floor. 
Magnus was already moving. With a gesture, his power over 
all metal snatched the massive desk and fired it into two of 
the assassins, bashing them into the wall with denting force, 
killing them instantly. He whirled, and the candelabra on the 
wall dipped and punched an arm through the top of an 
assassin's head; he hung twitching as it lifted him off the 
ground, dying and helpless. 

 The last assassin hit the ground rolling and popped up 
in shooter's position. Magnus simply watched him as a 
handcuff whirled across the room, snapped around one of 
his wrists, and yanked him off the ground as the gun spun 
out of his reach. 

 The dead could not even moan. The last assassin 
yanked a knife out of his belt and flung it at Magnus, who 
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slapped it aside with a framed picture that flew up from his 
desk. He watched the survivor curiously as the man suffered, 
spinning, hanging his whole weight from one wrist. The 
handcuff was supported only by Magnus's unnatural power. 

 Sweeny hopped up from the ground, suitably in awe. 
Magnus sighed as the desk slid back into place and the wall 
undented itself. The corpses slid to the ground out of the 
wall and the candelabra righted itself, dumping the skewered 
assassin's remains. Then the windows, specially treated with a 
metal coating, whirled back into place and formed oddly 
textured but intact panes. Even the dust slid back into place 
from the shattered glass. Aside from the texturing on the 
panes, the slicks of blood and scar of explosive, and the 
bodies, it was as though the attack had never happened. 

 Magnus stooped and picked up a dropped pistol. He 
smiled to himself as the last assassin grunted, slowly twisting 
by his bloodying wrist. "Interesting," Magnus said. "Plastic 
carbon weapon, non-metal bullets. No metal buckles on your 
gear. Even the knife," he said as the picture frame drifted to 
him with the knife on it, "fiberglass." He chuckled. "You 
certainly were ready for me, weren't you." 

 He turned to his desk, discarding the weapons, and he 
pulled out a drawer. It was full of neat ranks of silverware. 
He placed it on his desktop and turned to the assassin. 

 "Now," he said, "this can go into you a piece at a time, 
or you can share with me your limited knowledge as to why 
you're here. Who hired you?" 

 The assassin had been through enough. "W-
Worthington," he said. 

 "And?" Magnus said, his eyebrows raising. 

 "T-that's all," he gasped out. 

 "He's probably telling the truth," Magnus said 
academically to Sweeny, who was watching the exchange 
with rapt interest. "Assassination of other members is below 
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the Inner Council." He turned back to the hanging man as a 
window slid open. "You are free to go," he said, and the 
handcuff swooped out through the window with its 
unfortunate and screaming human cargo. The window 
slammed shut. 

 Magnus put the silverware drawer back. "Their blood 
was treated," he said, his voice subdued. "If they had 
attacked me in a sterile environment I could not have carried 
the day." He smiled faintly. "Attacking me in my own study 
is a sign of deep foolishness and a complete waste of 
preparation. This was definitely Worthington's work." 

 He turned and eyed Sweeny sternly. "As of right now," 
he said, "Worthington must survive. After this, death is far 
too easy a fate for him…" 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN 

April 15 

 “Miss Frost, is it?” the huge black woman said with a 
scowl. “Katherine Pryde, she‟s a troubled student. She is a 
flight risk. She turns eighteen in a few months anyway. No 
academic record to speak of, no connections—her most 
impressive record is for juvenile delinquency. Your request to 
have her remanded to your school—it doesn‟t make sense.” 

 “It does,” Frost said casually. “It makes perfect sense 
that we want to help Miss Pryde. You are delighted that such 
a good placement option is available for one of your more 
wayward students. Private boarding school is far better than 
a foster home.” She turned to face the headmistress, noting 
how like a prison the orphanage was—gray stone, gravel, 
bars, gratings. 

 “Oh,” the headmistress said, surprised. “Why, of 
course!” She beamed. “Let me get Ms. Pryde so you can 
meet.” 
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 “Excellent,” Frost murmured, almost drinking the 
coffee in the Styrofoam cup, then hesitating with a sniff, and 
setting it down with an expression bordering on alarm. 

 A few minutes later, the headmistress returned to find 
Frost still standing. “Ms. Frost, here is Katherine Pryde,” she 
said, her hopeful expression somewhat soured by a wince at 
the corners. “She was helping us with the laundry.” 

 The skinny girl beside her was sweaty, her gray pajamas 
somewhat disheveled. Mousy hair was carelessly bundled up 
in a pony tail. Her eyes were sullen and hostile. 

 “Who are you?” Pryde demanded. 

 “My name is Emma Frost, and I‟m here to bring you to 
my school.” Frost‟s eyes were narrow and amused. 

 “I won‟t go,” Pryde said flatly. She reflexively shrugged 
out of the headmistress‟s sudden grip, looking Frost in the 
eye. “We done here?” 

 “Katherine,” growled the headmistress. 

 “She prefers Kitty,” Frost said. “Let her go. We can 
finish up the paperwork, and I‟ll take her with me today.” 

 “What?” Pryde demanded, shocked. “You can‟t—how 
did you know about my name?” She shook her head to clear 
it. “Today? Don‟t you know this is a state institution? 
Months to get through the—” Slack jawed, she watched the 
headmistress signing discharge papers. 

 “Better get your things,” Frost said to her directly, as 
though the headmistress was not present. 

 “Oh, yeah, I‟ll get right on that,” Pryde said, an edge to 
her voice as she eyed the headmistress. “Be right back, you 
bet.” She turned and left the office as the headmistress 
pointed at where Frost needed to sign. 

 “Like hell,” Pryde muttered as she reached the hallway. 
She shrugged the creepy feeling off, and sprinted through the 
concrete corridors of the orphanage, closing in on her 
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dormitory. She reached her bunk, indistinguishable from 
dozens of others in the room. A minute later, her scant 
clothes and possessions were stuffed in a backpack. 

 “Goodbye,” she whispered to the grim institution at 
large. That‟s all she felt she had time for. She dashed down 
the stairs to the ground floor, pushed into the bathroom, and 
without hesitating walked straight at the solid concrete wall. 
She touched the wall, concentrated, and felt everything in the 
world become less substantial, less real. She walked at the 
wall, through it, and into the alley on the other side. 

 “Have a nice life,” she growled as she glared up at the 
high, barred window of the headmistresses‟ office. Then she 
turned and jogged down the path, reaching the high wall 
around the orphanage. She focused, touched the wall, slid 
through it, and found herself at the edge of the wider world. 

 She lost no time vanishing into it. 

* 

 The tools he was using made the tiny components he 
could barely see look as thin as threads. In reality, they were 
microscopic. He smiled as he maneuvered the tweezer and 
prod, peeling another layer back on the fantastic device. His 
whole world was reduced to a battery pack the size and 
thickness of a thumbnail, capable of powering a flashlight for 
years of continuous use. He leaned back, closing his eyes. 

 "A year," he said quietly. "It's been a year and I still 
haven't figured out half of the toys." He kept his eyes closed, 
and he practically thrummed with the knowledge he had 
gained over the last year of study. He returned his attention 
to the battery. 

 From his silvery arm, a pincer popped out and held the 
delicate battery pack. A scan screen propped itself up out of 
his arm and blazed through to five hundred magnification for 
a start. With a silent whir that could only be felt by its owner, 
the cybernetic leg initiated and ran an internal self-
maintenance program. 
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 He heard the door open. "Susan," he said, "would you 
get me the reticulator splange please?" 

 "I'm not Susan, Forge." The rough voice startled Forge, 
and he retracted his investigative tools into his arm, putting 
the battery on the table and turning. He smiled. 

 "Hello, Cable," he said. "Did you have a good run?" 

 Cable shrugged, and as always Forge found his eyes 
drawn to the cybers that had been his personal project for 
the last year. With the new technologies, he had recrafted 
Cable's cybernetics to mimic human appearance and 
movement, though they were still metallic. He had used 
alloys much lighter and tougher than steel, alloys that didn't 
even have a name yet. As he watched, he saw the chegrian 
pump activate in Cable's arm, maintaining and regulating the 
limb internally and reducing the maintenance schedule to 
almost nothing. Cable had a tan, a shocking contrast to his 
pure white hair. He was not a young man, but he was 
toughened by decades of combat and struggle. He was fully 
reconstituted after the time he had spent near death last year. 
Forge smiled. 

 "I'm tired of orientation," Cable said, walking to the 
refrigerator and opening it. "I'm tired of training, cross 
training, experiments, environmental training. I think we've 
established the cybers work." He pulled out a carton of 
orange juice, opened it, and took a swig. "If you say you're 
going to go back and revamp my arm one more time I'm 
going to scream." 

 "We can't have that," Forge said with a small smile. 
"Just be patient," he added. "Kurt has been hinting that we're 
about to get some field work." 

 "And you don't want to rock the boat because you're in 
wonderland," Cable grumbled. He took another drink. "What 
are you working on now?" he said with something like a 
long-suffering look on his weathered face.  
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 "Oh that," Forge said, glancing at the table. His glance 
lingered. "Just a battery pack. Energy source using 
interspersed cyclic charged molecules in a suspended 
submolecular colloidal field. In its natural state it's at absolute 
zero, so any energy makes the molecules vibrate, and that 
flips the charge, so they spin, and that energy is then 
amplified--" He hesitated, looking sheepish. "Battery," he 
said. 

 "Battery," Cable nodded. "I checked the landing field. 
Still no sign of Kurt. Or Susan." 

 "Susan's on a food run, I believe," Forge said, his gaze 
straying back to the tiny battery. "That takes a long time. I 
guess that's the disadvantage to being out in the bush." 

 Cable shrugged. "Australia is a good place to hide. 
Nobody knows what's going on out here in the interior." He 
smiled a crooked smile. "Lots of room to run." Then he 
stopped, cocking his head to the side. "Chopper." He put the 
orange juice on the counter, and headed out the door with 
Forge on his heels. 

 They strode across the dusty ground towards where the 
concrete landing pad sat, a good distance from the house. A 
stealthy black helicopter heeled, and lowered down onto the 
pad about the same time they reached it. 

 The blades slowed to a halt, and the door opened. An 
impossibly lithe man dropped out, dressed in a sleeveless 
leather tunic and pants. His arms, hands, and feet were bare. 
His wild dark hair was unruly. Tight midnight blue fir 
sheathed his skin. He approached them, his tail lashing 
slightly. 

 "Gentlemen," he said in his Romany lilt. "Shall we go 
inside?" The concrete pad the helicopter perched on rumbled 
and twitched, then sank into the ground. Doors closed 
upward, and the aircraft elevator was completely concealed. 
The three men walked toward the house. 

 "How was your trip?" Cable asked. 
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 "Good," Kurt nodded. "The Project is moving their 
headquarters. Much easier to spy on now." He smiled, his 
teeth a startling white against his blue fur. 

 "So it's time to make a move against them. While they're 
in transition, their resources tied up," Cable stated. 

 "Not yet," Kurt said. "But it is time for you to be 
fielded." 

 "Good," Cable said firmly. "I'm sick of training and 
tinkering. I haven't been on a mission in over a year. I'd say I 
was getting rusty, but my cybers are polished too much for 
that." He glanced at Forge. 

 "How's that reticulation modulator doing, anyway?" 
Forge said. "Your elbow looks a little crooked." 

 "You fixed it," Cable gritted out. "It's fine. My elbow is 
supposed to look like that." 

 "Right," Forge nodded, glancing down. He touched a 
panel on his arm, popping it open to watch the energy 
signature readings for his own arm's recalibration. 

 "We'll discuss your mission," Kurt said to Cable. "If you 
pass this test, then you will have an opportunity to meet your 
benefactors," he said with a gesture to Cable's cybers. 

 "Bout damn time," Cable said.  

 They stepped into the station's house. "I'll brief Cable," 
Kurt said to Forge. 

 "We aren't going together?" Forge said, surprised. 

 "Correct," Kurt nodded. "You have different objectives 
with different needs. Will you be at a loss for something to 
do while I give Cable his instruction?"  

 "I'll manage," Forge said, his voice distant. He was 
drawn back to the workbench. Kurt smiled and led Cable to 
the meeting room. 
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 Kurt closed the door and Cable sat at the table. Kurt 
turned to face him. 

 "It's time to try out your new killing machines," Kurt 
said softly. Cable nodded. He felt a moment of dislocation, 
of strangeness. He had been in a number of militaries the 
world over, and a handful of private armies. This was 
different. This didn't feel military. He shrugged off the 
feeling. Death is death. 

 "You will be sent alone, with no backup, to destroy a 
high security installation. Military grade security systems, a 
small private army. Located outside New Orleans." 

 "The Institute," Cable breathed, his cybernetic eye 
intensifying its glow. 

 Kurt nodded. "Our employers wish to discourage their 
research. You have the opportunity to avenge yourself for 
what they did to you, their experimentation on you with 
telekineticybers." He smiled. "You now have achieved what 
they set out to do and failed. You are pleased?" 
 "Yes," Cable said, his voice slightly hoarse. "I've waited 
for this opportunity." 

 "Go in, kill them all, destroy the facility. Any 
questions?" Kurt asked. 

 "Is the Project next in the lineup?" 

 "Not yet," Kurt replied. "Be patient." 

 "I get a lot of that," Cable muttered. 

 "It's worth it," Kurt said with an enigmatic smile. "Trust 
me. It's worth it." He paused. “When this mission is over? I‟ll 
take you to meet the people you work for, in person.” 

 "Only one question left," Cable said, leaning back in his 
chair. "When do I leave?" 

 "You leave in the morning," Kurt said. "You are free to 
take whatever equipment you will need." 
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 Cable stood. "I have some preparation to do," he said. 
Kurt nodded. He watched Cable walk out of the meeting 
room, headed for the elevator to the complex under the 
station. He had no doubts his employers would be pleased by 
Cable's work. He turned, opened the door, and strolled to 
Forge's lab. 

 Forge glanced up, and his eyes lost their distant quality. 
"I suppose it's my turn," he said. 

 "Indeed," Kurt said, sitting down. He looked Forge in 
the eye. "You must track one man down and kill him, and 
make it look like an accident." 

 Forge tried a faltering smile. "Killing is not really my 
forte. I'd… I'd rather have a different trial." 

 "Exactly," Kurt nodded. "This is not merely a test of 
ability, it is a test of loyalty as well. Of determination. 
Resolve. Commitment." 

 Forge was silent. 

 "The target," Kurt continued, "is a single man, Hayward 
Geraint. He is the front man for the Institute. Before, he 
took his orders from Xavier. Xavier has since abandoned 
that particular organization, and so Geraint is the one who 
runs the show. I believe you know him." 

 "I worked for him, for a long time. Undercover. For the 
Project," Forge said. He hesitated, then went on. "I'm not 
sure I can kill him," he said. 

 Kurt raised his eyebrows. 

 Forge's expression hardened. "I'm not sure I will kill 
him," he amended. 

 Kurt nodded. "Of course killing a man is difficult, 
doubly so in cold blood. Before you make up your mind, I 
would like to tell you what you'll be missing if you do not do 
this." He paused long enough for Forge to make a comment 
if he chose to. Then he continued. "Nanotechnology is the 
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next field of study for you. Taking machines to the next level. 
I understand it is an exciting area of research. If you prove 
your loyalty, then we can move past parlor games, toys, and 
trinkets to the real technology that could revolutionize the 
world." 

 He paused to gauge the effect of his words on Forge. 
He liked the dazed look in Forge's eyes, so he continued. 
"Weapons are nothing. Shiny toys to distract children. 
Forge… my employer is the one who created the technology 
you are studying. Among other things. He is working to 
integrate technology and magic. He has created and tested an 
interdimensional gateway." 

 "Tested?" Forge said faintly, feeling unsteady. Kurt's 
eyes were pale yellow, empty. He nodded. And continued. 

 "Tested. On the list? Food that, once eaten, regenerates 
so no one ever has to starve to death. Alloys that do not exist 
on this plane. And, most of all, meaning. He could use a man 
of your gifts to help him with his inventions. A man of 
vision. A man who knows the value of technology. His truth 
and his vision are worth dying for, my friend. Is that not 
worth the life of an enemy?" He smiled. "Do not answer. 
Just think it over. If you accept, your ride leaves tomorrow 
morning."  

 Kurt quietly left, and for the first time in months Forge 
was too overwhelmed to even think about the technology 
surrounding him at his workstation. 

* 

 Forge walked into the gymnasium under the station, 
part of the secret facility. He watched quietly, leaning up 
against the wall, and waited for Cable to acknowledge him. 

 Cable was in sweat pants and an understhirt, barefoot. 
He stood focused in a stance, and across from him a spear 
hung in the air. Cable began to work through a spear kata, 
and as he focused the spear went through the kata backwards 
opposite him. For each move, a countermove.  
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 Forge was, as always, in awe of Cable's ever-increasing 
power and control with his telekineticyber implants. The 
experienced warrior could now control weapons and objects 
at a distance even as he fought with his body. Cable whirled 
through his routine, and surprised Forge by speaking. 

 "I can multitask," he grunted. "What's on your mind?" 

 Forge shrugged. "I figure Kurt assigned you the task of 
killing a man." 

 "Lots of men, actually," Cable said as he spun under the 
swiping spear and popped up with a short kick. 

 Forge looked distracted as he nodded. "Yeah, of 
course," he said. "Look, I just wanted to… well… well, this 
could be it. This could be one of the last times we see each 
other, one of the last opportunities we have to talk." 

 Cable snatched the spear out of the air and spun, 
hurling it. The spear's blade burst and its haft buried itself in 
the concrete wall. Cable rounded on Forge. 

 "There is no better place for people like you and me," 
he ground out, anger contained under his voice. "There is no 
better deal than this. What is it going to take? What will it 
take for you to get enough spine up to take a stand and do 
some unpleasant things to protect your position?" 

 "Unpleasant things?" Forge shot back, his eyebrows 
arching. "What, you mean like working for the Project? Or 
maybe you mean going undercover and infiltrating a 
paramilitary organization, and throwing away an entire 
undercover operation fooling psychers no less and risking my life 
in the bargain to rescue a terminally wounded cyborg? How 
about saving the same cyborg's once again terminal butt from 
a Project hunt? What kind of unpleasant things do you think 
I've been doing?" Veins stood out in his forehead. 

 Cable shook his head once, dismissive. "That was all 
running away, Forge. You're great at dropping everything 
and taking a chance because running is easier than sticking 
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with it until the end. That's not what we're talking about 
here. I'm saying that being a part of something means giving 
up part of yourself to gain access to a larger whole." 

Cable took a step away and ran his hands through 
his hair. "The Project and the Institute both took more than 
either of us cared to give, I grant you that. But maybe you 
haven't been paying attention. Alone you're shark chum in a 
bucket, Forge. You try to make money on your inventions 
and somebody from somewhere will get you, no matter how 
smart you are. You need a network to join, and these people 
make you happy." Cable looked Forge in the eye.  

"Look at yourself, Forge. You are truly happy doing 
what you do here. You'd throw it away to protect a stranger? 
You found somebody smarter than yourself. This is a once in 
a lifetime opportunity to find your place in the world. These 
don't come around again. Don't screw it up." 

 "How do you know my target is a stranger?" Forge 
asked coolly.  

 Cable looked at him sideways. "I know what I'm doing, 
I can guess at what you're doing. It doesn't matter." 

 There was a long moment of quiet. "I have a lot to 
think about," Forge said, half to himself. 

 Cable glanced at the wall and gestured. Another spear 
drifted off the rack towards him. "Yeah, you'll think it over. 
While you're cleaning your new toolkit and maybe tinkering 
with that new mechanical organism." He grinned. 

 "You might be right," Forge said, also grinning. He 
nodded, then turned and left. Cable turned to watch him go. 

 "If you screw this up," he said under his breath, "don't 
screw it up for me too…" 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT 
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 Forge glanced up as he heard tires crunch on gravel. He 
put his tools down and stood, stretching. Then he went 
outside. The first hints of twilight shadowed the afternoon as 
he strolled down the steps and walked up to the jeep. 

 "Need help?" he asked the woman who was leaned into 
the back of the jeep. She straightened and smiled at him. 

 "Actually that would be welcome," she said with a smile. 
She only came up to Forge's chin, but she had a certain 
loveliness that radiated from her smooth face. Her deep blue 
eyes had an infectious sense of mirth. She tugged out a few 
bags and handed them to Forge, then gathered a few more 
against her taut but rounded torso. She was one of those 
women who had sufficient grace and style to appear ageless. 

 A few trips back and forth, and the jeep was unloaded, 
perishables stowed in the fridge or freezer. She bit back a 
yawn. "It's been a long day," Susan said. "Are you busy?" 

 "Not particularly," Forge shrugged, "though I've never 
been bored." He flashed her a smile full of white teeth. 

 "After that drive I feel like a walk down to the creek 
and back," Susan said, pushing her blonde hair back from her 
face and twisting it into a stubby ponytail. "Would you like to 
come?" 

 "Sure," he shrugged. They set out, off the porch, down 
a small dirt track. 

 She looked over at him. "I might be leaving soon," she 
said.  

 "I'm sure I will be," Forge said. "Word finally came 
down that we have some field work to do." 

 "Oh?" 

 "I'm supposed to kill a man," Forge said bitterly. "All I 
want is a chance to keep working with this astonishing 
science, and the cost is to kill a man in cold blood." 
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 "Everyone has to kill a target to assure their loyalty," 
Susan said with a shrug. Forge looked at her with new eyes. 

 "You killed someone?" 

 "Yes," she nodded. She looked him in the eye as they 
walked. "Do you believe life is holy?" 

 "Holy," he said, looking away. "That's a word I haven't 
used in a long time, if ever. I honestly can't be sure. I mean… 
I'm kind of between belief systems at the moment." He 
looked at her. "What do you believe?" 

 "Oh," she said, pressing her palms below her ribs to 
stretch her shoulders. She leaned her head back with a small 
secret smile. "I believe that life is a luminous, holy thing in 
everyone and everything." She relaxed. "To kill a man simply 
releases that energy to rejoin with the great glowing nebula 
outside time. We just borrow that life force long enough to 
put our particular print on it. To kill a man releases that 
energy and the experiences it has gathered to enrich Life." 

 Forge stopped walking and just gazed at her. "Wow," he 
said softly. "That's deep." He realized that for all the time he 
had spent around Susan for the last year he had assumed 
certain stereotypes. Now he began to wish he had looked 
beyond her pert blonde haircut and her somewhat distracting 
figure, looked deeper into her eyes. As the dusk settled, they 
seemed fathomless. The first firefly gently glowed, then 
faded. She looked up at the sky, still full of light. 

 "I wish I could believe the same," Forge said, shaking 
his head. "I mean really believe it, like you do. I'm not sure I 
can believe that all souls go on." He looked at his hand, 
clenched his jaw. "What if they are only half human when 
they die? What happens to their life energy then?" 

 "I don't believe your cybers make you half human," she 
said, her eyes meeting his squarely. 

 "I don't either," he said with a shrug. "Well, not 
entirely." 
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 "Then what do you mean?" she asked. 

 Forge started walking again, and Susan paced him. 
Forge cleared his throat. "I'm not ready to meet my Maker 
yet. I've done things already that… that I don't know how to 
atone for. Cold blooded murder is something I can't face in 
myself, but I've done worse. And the rewards. Oh, by the 
Great Spirit the potential rewards are driving me mad."  

 Forge looked at Susan. "The last time I killed it was in 
anger. It was in a bloody rage. I was crippled by gunfire and 
on the verge of death, surrounded and lost in a sandstorm." 

 "You were in Desert Storm," she stated. "Special 
Forces?" 

 "Yes," he nodded. "There was less than a week of 
special force ops, but I was involved. We were flanking a 
position. I was a stupid kid. We got lost, when the sandstorm 
whipped up. Then the ambush." He hesitated. "Then my 
team was gunned down, and I took some fifty cal slugs in the 
arm and leg. Damn near killed me, broke my limbs beyond 
repair. I was bleeding out on the sands, and a rage took me. 
In anger I called upon the spirits; my grandfather taught me 
how, and he also taught me never to do it when furious. I 
called out, and something in those hot winds and scouring 
sands answered." Forge shuddered. 

 Susan waited. 

 "So," Forge continued, "the souls of my team were 
subsumed by what I called out of the screaming chaos. The 
enemy was devastated. I was the only survivor, pushed and 
carried by the wind to collapse near one of our bivouacs. I 
was voluntarily discharged after that." He looked up at the 
sky. "I will never call upon the shamanistic magic again. I 
have shamed myself and my grandfather. I can't even go see 
him, I'm terrified of what he might… I can't face him. So 
those men I sacrificed," Forge said, looking at Susan. "Do 
you think they went to the light? The creatures they fused 
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with are not familiar with it, I'd bet." He shook his head. "I'll 
never call on the spirits again." 

 "But you do," Susan said, sure of herself. "Every time 
you build something." 

 He stared at her. "What?" 

 She nodded. "You have a Maker spirit, suffused with 
the power of your people. You have been chosen by a spirit 
of creating. How do you think you were able to cobble 
together your first crude cybers? How can you figure out 
technology that no one else can operate? Think, Forge. I'm 
surprised you didn't figure this out a long time ago. Pure 
intellect wouldn't allow you to make such supernaturally 
efficient machines." 

 Forge stood, thunderstruck. "How… how can you 
know this?" 

 "It is my business to know," she replied simply. "Forge, 
bad men and good men alike die. In the end it is a continual 
rush of experience back to the freshness of the source. Light 
and shadow are interlocked parts of the same world. This is 
your chance to make a difference in that world. If you can't," 
she said, turning away from him, "I understand. And if it 
doesn't work out… I'll do what I can to aid you. I 
understand even though the others won't. If you just can't 
pull the trigger then I'll see to it you don't ever starve. But it 
might be a good idea, just to be safe, if you don't stop 
running for a while." 

 Forge came face to face with the shattered assumption 
that Susan was just an assistant and servant. He felt a chill 
ripple through him. "Who are you?" he whispered. "Who are 
you really?" 

 She touched his lips with a cool finger and looked deep 
into his eyes. "Tonight, Forge," she said, "you need to ask 
yourself that question." Then she turned and walked back 
toward the house. Forge realized he was standing by the 
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stream. For a long while he just stood, speechless, his mind 
racing… 

* 

 Pryde paced down the sidewalk, restless and again 
alone, the wee hours of the morning reducing traffic to a 
self-absorbed scurry. Just a few more blocks to her favorite 
homeless shelter. 

 The limo pulled up beside her, and the back window 
scrolled down. 

 “Hey there, Kitty,” the pale woman said with a perfectly 
even and ruthless smile. “All packed, I see.” 

 “I‟m not going with you,” Pryde said, backing away as 
her heart sped up. “I don‟t know who the hell you are, but 
I‟m not interested.” 

 Frost watched her for a moment. “We are going to have 
a conversation, a demonstration of sorts. Then you are going 
to get in this car with me, of your own free will, and join the 
other students at my school. Class starts May second.”  

 “You are pretty sure of yourself,” Pryde frowned.  

 “As are you,” Frost agreed. “Because you think you can 
get away from everything.” Her smile sweetened with malice. 
“And you can‟t.” 

 “You think you can manipulate anybody,” Pryde 
retorted. “Goodbye.” She shrugged, and sprinted down the 
alley. 

 The limo idled. 

 A moment later, Pryde raced out of the alley, stopping 
short as she saw the limo. Her eyes widened, and after only a 
moment of hesitation, she sprinted down the street. 

 And back down the street, again facing the limo. Again 
she sprinted away. 

 “How are you doing, Wyngarde?” Frost asked mildly. 
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 “Simple stuff, turning streets around in her 
perceptions,” the illusionist shrugged. “She doesn‟t seem a 
quick study, hm?” 

 “She‟ll use her phasing next,” Frost assured him. 

 The skinny teenager stood in front of the implacable 
limo, panting, fury rising with a tide of her fear. “You like 
games?” she demanded. She concentrated, and dropped 
down through the sidewalk. 

 “My turn,” Frost purred. 

 Pryde slid down through the concrete, rebar, the soil, 
into the top of a foundation, through it, and found herself in 
a basement boiler room. She stopped in the dimness lit only 
by a single bare bulb, waiting, listening. 

 Yet here I am, Frost‟s voice murmured in her mind, and 
Pryde felt the pale woman‟s eyes upon her. You can’t escape me. 
Not as you are now. 

 “Get out of my head!” Pryde screamed. 

 Make me. 

 Pryde flung herself at the wall, whipping through 
concrete, rubble, earth, rubble, concrete—she froze with 
shock as she popped out of the same wall in the same 
basement. 

 “Stop it,” she wavered. 

 All your life you could escape anything. Frost‟s voice seemed 
to shrug. You can’t escape me, little girl. Unless you let me teach you 
how to be truly impossible to catch. 

 “I don‟t want to play this game with you!” Pryde 
shouted. “Go find some other toys! I‟ll get by just fine on my 
own, like I always have. Seriously. You are rich, you can find 
lots of other lives to play with. I just—just leave me alone,” 
she finished, her mind racing. 

 Frost dug deeper. I can teach you to sleep all through the night, 
without the nightmares you also can’t escape. I can teach you other tools, 
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besides just running. There are many ways to get what you want, and 
avoid what you don’t. You know only one. 

 “Why do you care?” Pryde demanded. 

 Perhaps you’ll become skillful enough to find out. 

 Pryde‟s eyes narrowed. “I‟m out. Do what you have to 
do, I‟ll never get in that car with you.” Her narrow chest 
heaved as she clenched her fists, defiant in the boiler room. 

 In the limo on the street above, Frost sat almost rigid. 
She met Wyngarde‟s eyes in the rearview. 

 “I didn‟t want it to be this way,” she breathed. “She was 
supposed to choose to come with me, like the others.” 

 “Some brats can be stubborn.” Wyngarde shrugged. 

 “I need this one,” Frost murmured, biting her lip. 

 Wyngarde looked on, saying nothing. 

 “To hell with it,” Frost growled. She focused, 
something feral in her features. A few seconds later, Pryde 
drifted up into the limo like a ghost, then collapsed limp on 
the seat. 

 “You…monster,” Pryde managed, struggling to 
breathe. 

 “You are mine,” Frost said sharply. “Try to run, I‟ll 
strip your brain to the stem. Defy me again, and I‟ll see to it 
that your punishment is even more severe than what you 
already have coming. Now, be still.” Her teeth flashed in a 
passing street light as she concentrated. 

 Pryde‟s eyes rolled back as she slumped on the seat, her 
mind forced under Frost‟s ungentle touch. “You chose to 
come with me,” Frost growled, “so you could learn to escape 
anything.” 

 “Let‟s hope she doesn‟t take that lesson to heart,” 
Wyngarde smirked. 

 “Shut up and drive.” 
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April 16 

 Dawn was creeping over the horizon when the plane 
landed on the tiny airstrip in upstate New York. Forge and 
Cable stepped down off the plane, and looked at each other. 

 "Looks like this is it, Forge," said Cable. He gruffly 
extended his hand. 

 "It's been a pleasure," Forge said, grasping Cable's hand. 

 Cable smiled. "Catch you on the flip side," he said 
quietly. 

 Forge could only nod and smile. 

 The two men walked to their separate planes, both 
wondering if they would ever see the other again. 

* 

 Dusk was falling when Cable parked the car on a back 
road, on the dirt shoulder. He wore tight matte combat gear. 
He hefted a duffel bag out of the trunk. It was full of square 
objects that clacked together as the bag shifted. Then he 
jogged away from the road, through the swampy morass of 
forest. 

 He came up on the back fence of the facility, and he felt 
his cybernetic psionic white noise generators kick in, his skull 
buzzing with the signal. He was close. Then he vaulted the 
fence around the back of the property and he slid into the 
water with grace that would shame a gator. He swam silently 
towards the back of the facility as search lights casually 
roamed the bayou, expecting nothing. 

 It took him half an hour to place all the demolition 
charges on the back of the building. He was fifteen seconds 
ahead of schedule when he vaulted their back fence again, 
propelled over by his cybernetic leg. He pushed through the 
gummy woods back to the car. Time to change clothes. Time 
to get this show on the road. 
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* 

 Forge walked down the steps that led up to the private 
jet. He saw a man in a dark suit standing on the tarmac with 
a sign, "Maker".  

 "That's my ride," he muttered. He approached the man, 
idly wondering if Cable's countermeasures against metal 
detection worked as well as his. Theoretically they would, but 
the energy patterns of his unique signature might… Forge 
shook his head to clear it. 

 "Mr. Maker?" the limo driver said. He smiled. 

 "Yes," Forge replied.  

 "Any luggage? Besides that carryon and what was sent 
ahead." 

 "No," Forge said. He walked around to the trunk. 
"Mind giving me a minute alone with what I sent ahead?" 

 "Nosir, not at all," the driver said. He opened the trunk 
and walked around to the front of the car. Forge saw two 
large black suitcases. He popped the first open. His stomach 
churned as he saw the high powered rifle, modified with 
technology he recognized. He didn't have the heart to open 
the other. Not yet. He slammed the case shut, then the trunk, 
and walked around the limo, opening a door and sliding 
down into the seat before the driver could help him. 

 "Where to?" the driver asked as he settled in the front 
seat. 

 "Pale Leaf lodge," Forge said. "You know the place?" 

 "You bet, Mr. Maker," the limo driver said. He 
chuckled. "I always wanted to meet my Maker. Heh. Bet you 
get a lot of jokes about that." 

 "Not as many as you'd think," Forge said softly. He 
pushed the button to raise the screen between himself and 
the driver. Then he gazed out the window as the limousine 
pulled away from the airport. 
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 Forge settled in a morass of uncertainty, guilt for things 
done and left undone and contemplated now, doubt and 
indecision about what he was going to do when he got to the 
lodge. He felt a desperate lust and yearning for the 
technology he knew waited for him if he completed the task. 
Technology that could change the world and revolutionize 
the planet. And Susan. Even after spending all the time with 
her at the station, Forge found that all of the time he had 
known her meant nothing next to the one night of real 
conversation they had shared. And he wanted more. He 
hungered for more. 

 He wondered if he could bear the cost. 

* 

 Cable adjusted his tie, looked himself over in the rear 
view mirror as he tilted it. It had been a long time since he 
wore a business suit. It looked good on him. He smiled as he 
pushed a concealed stud on his steely wrist. The psi-
transmitter kicked on, a low buzz through the back of his 
skull. Anyone scanning him would get a considerably more 
boring picture of him than truth would reveal. He was ready. 

 Cable took a deep breath, then started the car. Five 
minutes later he pulled into the parking lot of the Institute. 
He parked and got out of the car, approached the building. 

 There were two guards at the doorway. One stepped in 
his way with a stern expression. "Excuse me sir, but this is a 
restricted facility." 

 "Of course it is," Cable said irritably. "I've come to see 
an old friend. Is Geraint in? He requested I bring him 
something of a rather confidential nature." 

 "You'll have to leave it with us, sir." 

 "Impossible," Cable said with a gesture. "If Geraint is 
here, let him know I've arrived. If not, I'd like to speak to 
whoever is in charge. I assure you, I am not an inexpensive 
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courier. I wouldn't feel I was earning my fee if I left my 
package with the doorman." 

 "Who shall I say you represent?" the guard said warily. 

 "The Inner Council," Cable said. "From New York. 
That's enough." 

 The doorman nodded, and turned. He went inside and 
picked up a phone. Less than five minutes later he was back. 

 "The vice president will see you now," he said. 

 "Excellent," Cable said. He smiled and followed the 
security guard.  "I wonder how Geraint is doing." 

 

CHAPTER NINE 

 Forge signed Ethan Maker's name to the credit slip, and 
straightened to look around. A ski lodge in wintertime, Pale 
Leaf was busy in summer as well. The plushly appointed 
concourse had a fireplace and a number of deep couches, a 
restaurant was attached, a gift shop. Forge walked past the 
security guard and headed up the stairs to the suites, found 
his, used the key card to enter. He saw his bags had been 
placed on the bed unopened as he had requested. He popped 
the mechanical lock that answered only to his cybers, and 
pulled out the rifle. 

 He checked it over. Needle rifle. A laser punched a tiny 
hole, and then the mechanism fired a biodegradable splinter 
that was made of toxin. It would punch a very small hole in 
the target, then dissolve and cause massive cardiac arrest. 
The scope was linked to it, with a rangefinder so the sliver hit 
the proper target. A technological marvel, the scope could 
see through any barrier here at the resort. Forge had decided 
taking him with a rifle, at a distance, would be simpler than 
trying to get up close to him. 

 Geraint was checked in under an alias. He kept his 
private life, with his family, sequestered from his work with 
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the Institute. Wisely, Forge reflected as he hefted the rifle 
and walked into the kitchenette. Across the way, through the 
wall, was the isolated cabin where Geraint was staying. It was 
a half mile easy. Forge settled himself and set up the rifle.  

 With his scope he could see through the wall. Geraint 
stepped out on the deck. He was a trim man in his late fifties, 
steel gray hair, a face that bore the aging of intense stress. His 
expression was a bit sad as he looked out over the woods, 
martini in hand. He thrust his free hand in his pocket and 
just breathed the air. 

 Geraint heard something, and turned to re-enter the 
house. Forge closed in on him with the scope, tighter. The 
man went inside. Forge narrowed the shot to a can't miss of 
the man's beating heart. 

 A young woman came in, wrapped her arms around 
him in a hug. Forge widened the scope a bit. He wondered if 
he was about to interrupt a romantic interlude. They went 
over to the furniture; she sat in a chair, him on the couch, 
and he held her hands as she launched into an animated 
speech. Family. Had to be. 

 Something in Forge screamed, just to shoot him, be 
done with it, and get on to the reward. Something else 
frantically backpedaled from the edge of that abyss. Forge 
lined up, a bead of sweat rolling down towards his eye. He 
gritted his teeth as he slowly breathed out. 

 Then at the last moment he twirled away from the rifle. 
He stood shaking, then he snatched the rifle and carried it to 
the bedroom. He tossed it on the bed and sank to the floor, 
breathing and trembling as though he had just run a 
marathon. 

 "I can't do it," he whispered. "I must do it. Tonight." 
There was a gleam as he looked up. "Tonight I'll try again." 

 He dragged himself to his feet, and reluctantly opened 
the other case. 
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* 

 Cable seated himself at the desk. The gaunt and sallow 
man in an expensive suit that sat across from him did not 
look amused. Four guards were unobtrusively present in the 
office. 

 "It is after business hours," the sallow man said. 

 Cable chuckled. "Good thing I don't have conventional 
business. I'd ask for a tour, but I know better. My employers 
were wondering about the possibility of purchasing your 
work so far on telekineticybers." 

 "I'm sure I don't know what you're talking about," the 
sallow man said dismissively. 

 "You know," Cable said with a grin that turned 
predatory. "cybernetic systems designed to enhance latent 
telekinetic potential. A couple years ago it was all the rage." 

 The vice president stared at Cable. "I'm going to have 
to ask you to lea-hkk" he clutched his throat. Cable sat 
unmoving as the pressure on the vice president's throat grew 
intolerable. 

 "Just seeing if you learned anything new," Cable 
growled, looking positively feral. 

 The guards gasped, and reached for their guns. As they 
whipped them out, Cable put a hand out to each side and 
guns whirled free of the guards and slapped into his palms. 
He pulled the trigger on impact, blasting two guards. Then 
he pointed at the two behind him, tilting the guns upside 
down by his head. Without even looking he squeezed the 
triggers, the guns boomed, and the guards' innards spattered 
the wall behind them. As they hit the floor, the sallow man 
clutched at his throat, eyes bulging. 

 Cable smiled grimly, and the man's neck just snapped. 
As he flopped down on the desk, Cable was up and spinning, 
bullets pounding through the office door and catching the 
armored backup in the teeth, in the ankles, in the neck. He 
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hurled himself through the glass and landed in a roll, among 
them, in full combat. Necks snapped, knees shattered, ribs 
crunched. A matter of eight seconds and the backup team of 
six was out of commission. 

 "Thank you," Cable said, hefting a pair of submachine 
guns. "This is much easier than smuggling weapons in." He 
sprinted as the alarms went wild and the base scrambled to 
red alert. 

* 

 Forge absently stroked the medicine bag that hung at 
his chest as he watched the sun go down. Above, a hawk 
slowly circled on the columns of warm air that pushed up 
from the earth. 

 "Brother, I am jealous," Forge murmured, watching the 
hawk. "I would love to step out of this and circle up to join 
you." He wasn't sure what was worse; committing murder to 
gain knowledge or by inaction allowing the greatest 
opportunity he could imagine pass him by. He found himself 
gritting his teeth and he forced himself to relax. 

 "Is it greed that drives me and decency that holds me 
back?" he wondered. "Or is it potential that lures me and fear 
that bars the way?" 

 He shook his head. "Enough of that," he said. "One 
way or another." He picked up the silenced pistol. Maybe he 
had to get closer. 

 Forge tucked the pistol into his jacket. Then he left the 
room, headed for the cabin across the valley. 

* 

 Cable slid back into the maximum security lab and 
rolled to his feet, teargas still curling around him and the air 
heavy with the stink of the explosion that had opened the 
door. The wary security team advanced, cover to cover, 
pinning him back. He had only bought time. Without even 
thinking about it, he swapped out clips on the submachine 
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guns and cocked them, one at a time. His skull felt like it 
would shake loose with the pressure of psions pushing on his 
cyberpychic countermeasures. 

 He snarled quietly. They were in body armor. He could 
still plow through them, but it took time and his guns were 
less effective. He made a mental note to get himself 
something bigger. A lot bigger. Something like the plasma 
rifles he had been able to access with the Project. 

 Three guards scurried in behind plastic riot shields 
designed to be proof against small arms fire. Cable glowered 
at them, and the shields were jerked out of the way. For just 
a moment. He fired, and bullets streamed through where the 
shields had been pulled out of the way by his telekinetics. 
The screaming of the guards was muffled by their helmets. 

 Cable glimpsed a heavy weapons emplacement they 
were moving into position, and he grinned. Charging, he 
blasted away at everything in his way, spinning gracefully 
around bullets. He launched himself through the air and 
landed right by the M-60 emplacement. 

 His kick broke a neck and he snapped ribs with a 
punch, the gun crew was down and the others were 
scrambling back for cover while firing continuously. Cable 
dropped and rolled and came up with the M-60 in one hand 
and the fifty caliber bullet feed in the other. 

 Better, he mused as the cannon coughed and punched 
bullets through cover, through armor, through people. He 
finished out the belt of bullets and snatched up an ammo 
box, then scampered back into the secured lab. 

 He heard confusion in the hallway as he reached the 
back of the lab and shouldered through into an experiment 
control booth on his way to the next lab. Suddenly, with a 
hiss, heavy steel shutters rolled down over the doors and 
window. Cable was trapped. With a spitting sound, gas began 
to spray up from vents near the floor. 
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 Cable held up his cybernetic arm. "Countermeasure," he 
said. 

 The explosives he had planted earlier, on the outside 
walls, detonated. One was on the outside wall of the 
protruding lab. As it exploded, it showered Cable with hot 
chunks of concrete and metal. A quarter of one wall was 
gone. He saw the last of the sunset through the hole. 
Grinning, he hefted the ammo box and the gun and he dove 
out of the wall into the swamp. 

 He slogged out and looked back at the smoking 
building, red lights dimly pulsing all through it. He smiled to 
himself. 

 "Time to circle around and come at it again," he said. 
"Once more, from the top." He hefted his rifle and started 
pushing his way through the swampy ground towards the 
front door. "They'll never see it coming." 

* 

 Geraint stepped out on the balcony, looking down over 
the verdant forest. He breathed deep, feeling the relaxation 
just begin to seep into him. It had been a long month indeed, 
and he needed the break. To remember what life outside the 
politics and secrecy could be like. 

 Geraint toasted the sunset with a smile, then tipped his 
drink back. He turned to go inside. He found himself face to 
face with a man who pointed a particularly nasty looking 
silenced pistol at his face. 

 The glass slipped from his fingers, tumbled once, and 
shattered on the balcony. Geraint swallowed hard, then took 
a deep breath. "Forge," Geraint said with a nod. "It's been a 
while since you left us." 

 "Sorry about this," Forge gritted out, lining up the 
perfect shot. No offer of money or services, no asking who 
sent him. Forge could read Geraint's eyes. Geraint lived in 
the shadow of death, and it really didn't matter who sent the 
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killer before him. Forge felt himself as the culmination of the 
risk Geraint took. 

 Just—pull—the—trigger— The gun wavered in his 
hand, hungry, restrained. 

 Forge lowered the pistol. "I come with a warning," he 
said as his whole body went numb. "The Institute is being 
aggressively targeted. Disappear. While you still can." 

 Something snapped in Forge as he vaulted the balcony 
and dropped through the trees to the ground, landing on his 
cybernetic leg. Tears burned in his eyes as he vanished into 
the night, leaving it all behind.  

 Geraint took a deep breath, and staggered over to lean 
on the railing until he had a moment to master himself. Then 
he went inside. Much to be done. 

* 

 Cable reached the center of the facility, its core, the 
heart of its research. A cadre of cyborgs, grim and 
determined, emerged shooting from the final corridor. Cable 
recognized their cybers as a generation better than his had 
once been. Now he was sporting technology that blurred the 
line between science and magic. He grinned. 

 Then he triggered a modulated pulse from his leg cybers 
that rolled out from him, crossing the dedicated 
electrochemical pulse network that was the cyborg nervous 
system. The four cyborgs stopped, twitched; their eyes rolled 
back in their heads and they collapsed. Cable stepped 
forward and took one of their heavy guns. It thudded and 
chugged as he pounded armor piercing rounds through the 
four stunned cyborgs, killing them. Then he turned to face 
the vault door. 

 There wasn't enough security left to hamper him at this 
point, and he had made short work of the technological 
protections courtesy of his cybers. Now he took the last of 
his explosives and arranged them on the door. He walked 
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away as the huge door's lock was blown off. Then he turned, 
pushing the door open with blasts from the big gun. He 
charged in. 

 A four story column dominated the center of the 
cylindrical room. Techs and security were pulling back to the 
lockbox at the rear of the room. Cable snapped some shots 
off at them as they retreated, but his attention was absorbed 
by the think tank. 

 Over a hundred bodes lay still, their minds wired into 
the central processing core that projected the psionic field 
over the facility and handled massive psionic feats. Cable was 
in awe for a moment. He briefly pictured Forge, a kid at 
Christmas, with a shot at this thing. Then he shrugged. 

 He wasn't Forge. 

 He turned to a computer panel. "Okay," he murmured 
as blood seeped out one of his eyes with the strain his cybers 
felt resisting the core, "How do we blow this place up?" 

* 

 Geraint finished punching the code in to the box over 
his wall safe. Inside the safe, jets of flame incinerated 
everything. The paperwork he kept with him at all times. He 
was sweating freely as he picked up the secured encrypted 
phone and dialed a number he kept memorized. 

 "The number you have called is disconnected or is no 
longer in use," a recording burbled. 

 Geraint let the phone slip from nerveless fingers. 
"Dead," he murmured. "Already too late." 

 He turned to go, and saw a shadow standing not an 
arms length from him. He gasped as he felt an almost 
imperceptible prick in the side of his neck. He turned to run, 
made it a few steps, then faltered and slumped to the floor. 
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 The dark figure looked down at him, then glanced at the 
gleaming needle set in the thimble on his thumb. He picked 
up his small compact communicator. 

 "Geraint is dead," he said in a lilting Romany accent. 
"Forge has gone. Things are going according to plan." He 
smiled, his teeth an almost luminescent light in the darkness. 
Then, in a curling burst of foul smoke, he was gone. 

* 

 The waters of the Gulf glittered far below, and Cable 
eased down from his tension. Dozens of small injuries bled, 
but Cable was not badly hurt. Watching the scanner, he saw a 
speedboat head out for his current position. He got a visual 
on it, and saw it list to the side, rudderless. A moment later, 
smoke burst in the copilot's seat, and Kurt sat in the cockpit 
with him. 

 "All is well, good work," Kurt said to him. "The 
Institute's New Orleans facility is a crater." He smiled. 

 "I must agree," Cable said. "That was a good piece of 
work. How did Forge do?" 

 "His nerve broke," Kurt said, his voice neutral. Kurt 
looked out the window. "Too bad." 

 Cable nodded. "It sure is." He shrugged. "So I'm in. 
You'll take me to see your employers now?" 

 "That was the deal," Kurt said. 

 "We going back to Australia?" 

 "A little further north, actually," Kurt said with a 
secretive smile as the stealth chopper thudded off into the 
night. 

* 

 Forge sat on a ledge of rock overlooking the valley. He 
threw the pistol, and it arced and glittered as it spun end for 
end, dropping soundlessly into the trees. Forge gazed up at 
the moon. 
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 "Maker spirit, huh," he murmured, his mind slowly 
turning over his situation and what he had learned about 
himself and the rest of the world. He shook his head. "Cable, 
wherever you are, good luck." Forge sighed. "If we meet 
again, may it be as friends." For a long time he simply sat and 
listened to the sounds of the night. Then he stood. 

 "Maybe it's time to go talk to grandfather after all," he 
said. He turned and vanished into the woods. 

* 

 Magnus slammed the door harder than he needed to 
and he strode with furious energy off the side of the road. 
The swampy cypress woods surrounded the interstate, and 
the litter of emergency vehicles from Magnus's privatized 
companies. They were responding to an emergency. 

 He gritted his teeth as he stood on the tarmac leading to 
the crater where the Institute had once stood. Now a thick, 
roiling column of smoke poured up from the wreckage. 

 The emergency team leader found him. "It's still too hot 
for us to do more than spray water at it. Our data indicates 
the explosion originated down in the bunker, so there's no 
chance of survivors. I'm sorry." 

 "So am I," Magnus forced out as he stared at the 
disaster. Billions come and go, but the research was gone, all 
of it gone… He turned back to the car. "Get me Geraint!" he 
called back to his assistant. 

 His assistant approached from the car. "Sir," she said, 
offering a cell phone, "It's about Geraint." 

 "Did you get him on the line?" Magnus asked. 

 "No sir," she said hesitantly, almost pleading. "About 
him." 

 Magnus took the phone as his eyes slid closed. He knew 
what he would hear before he listened to what the Colorado 
authorities had to tell him. 
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CHAPTER TEN 

April 17 

 Frost closed the hotel door quietly behind herself and 
tossed the keycard on the dresser. She saw Storm slowly 
come out of meditation where he sat on the floor, a single 
wavering candle in front of him. He blinked, and met her 
eyes. He puffed the candle out and rolled to his feet. 

 "Okay then," he said. "And by the by, how the hell do 
you know who I am and how to find me?" 

 She smiled mischievously at him. "Pryor tries to 
meditate. She puts great stock in her mental defenses. She 
also thinks much of her ability to keep secrets and seduce 
men." Frost shrugged. "Enough about that silly cow. You did 
a very good job. I think it's time you were rewarded." 

 He stepped up to her. "So reward me," he said with a 
curious smile. 

 She felt him open his mind to her as she pressed her 
cool flesh against him. He was startled as her cloak brushed 
aside and he discovered that she wore only the sheerest silk 
slip beneath. Their body heat mingled as their shapes pressed 
together, their tongues teasing each other. He pulled back 
first. 

 "Gods," he gasped, his mind ringing with their shared 
sensation as his heart raced. 

 "Let me help control you," she said softly, "and we 
could be at this for hours." 

 He pounced. 

* 

 "I thought Greenland was icy and Iceland was green," 
the big man said as he peered out the window of the 
helicopter. 
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 The blue-furred pilot chuckled. The helicopter skimmed 
over the sea towards land, and a glittering city in the dusk lay 
before them. "Here we are, Cable," the pilot said. "Welcome 
to Reykjavik." 

 He skimmed around the city and headed up into the 
hills. Less than twenty minutes later, the helicopter lowered 
itself to land on a pad outside a large, ancient house with a 
stone porch and a very steep roof. The chopper began to 
spin down as they climbed out. 

 "Never been on a trans-Atlantic helicopter flight," 
Cable said. 

 The pilot grinned. "We've made some… upgrades," he 
said. 

 Cable turned to see a slim woman approaching them 
from the house. He smiled. 

 "Susan!" he said. "A surprise to see you here." 

 "More surprises on the way," she said calmly. Her figure 
was trim and ageless somehow, her face lovely, her eyes very 
deep. "I take it you had little trouble getting here?" 

 "I was successful in my mission, if that's what you 
mean," Cable said with a nod. He looked up as a man on the 
porch flicked a lighter and casually lit a cigarette. "You're 
going to introduce me, right?"  

 "Oh yes," Susan said. "John," she said, turning and 
calling to the man on the porch. "This is Cable." 

 "Of course it is," the man said, strolling down the stairs 
and walking over to them. It was chilly, but he looked 
comfortable in a suit jacket. John took a drag on his cigarette, 
then extended his hand to Cable. "Pleased to meet you, 
Cable. I hear you did good work with the Institute." 

 "I did my best," Cable said. John was slim, he looked 
like a ladies man, but there was something thin about his 
features and something… different about his eyes. John 



 

92 

smiled, and Cable felt the skin crawl on his neck. The man's 
hand was warm, really warm in the chill weather. 

 "Shall we go meet the rest of the gang?" Susan said 
brightly. 

 "The gang?" Cable said. 

 "We'll get to that part," Susan said. “Follow me.” 

 "We aren't going inside?" Cable said, surprised, as Susan 
led him to a footpath that wound up behind the house. 

 "Not just yet," Susan said. "I want you to meet Ben 
Grimm. He's our… spiritual advisor." 

 "I'm going inside," John said with a shrug. "Good luck, 
Cable." 

 "Thank you, sir," Cable said. As they headed up the 
path, he leaned close to Susan. "Do I call him sir?" 

 "It's not a bad idea," she said with a smile. "Now, when 
you're talking to Ben, you have to understand that he's a little 
different from you and I, and even more so from you're 
average normal person. Don't be insulting. Be grateful if he 
talks to you. He might be too deep in reflection. Any 
questions?" 

 "I'll muddle through," Cable said under his breath. 

 "Good," Susan said. "Here we are." 

 Cable stood looking at the back of a huge man. The 
man was seated cross-legged, looking over the booming surf 
below and watching the weird flare and twist of lights in the 
sky, the Aurora Borealis. Cable quietly approached. 

 "Nathan Cable," intoned a cavernously deep voice. "We 
meet at last. Our meeting is an eddy, a swirl in the movement 
of time that is over us and through us. It is strange for me 
that this moment is happening right now for you. For me, this 
moment has happened, will happen, is happening. Time is a 
fluid medium if you are aware, Nathan. Peering forward and 
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backward is much like learning to walk on water. Let me see 
your eyes." 

 Cable walked around beside the huge figure. The man 
sitting on the ground was almost up to Cable's chest, seated. 
The hood tilted with a peculiar grating sound, to point at 
Cable. Cable's breath caught in his throat. 

 Must be a mask. The man's face was pitted, like 
sandstone, a poorly carved mask. From deep sockets, 
brilliantly bottomless blue eyes gazed deep into Cable. He 
felt as though he were being peeled like an onion, examined, 
considered. The stony man looked away with a small smile. 

 "You have not yet learned of the purpose that has been 
placed before you," he murmured. "That is as it should be, I 
suppose. It will consume you as the firing of a bullet 
consumes it, leaving only pieces behind after they have been 
spent in their duty. You will serve, Nathan Cable. You will be 
glad to do it. And then there will be nothing more for you. It 
is just as well. You would be hard pressed to find a purpose 
beyond the one which the Enlightened Master of the 
Seventh Seal will offer you." 

 He lapsed into silence as Cable stood trembling, feeling 
the very force of prophecy ringing through his cybers and his 
blood. Susan made eye contact and nodded, and Cable said 
nothing as he followed her down the trail, leaving the 
peculiar man alone with the flare of lights in the sky. 

 "Master of the Seventh Seal?" he managed. 

 "Oh yes," Susan said. "Head of our Order." She looked 
him in the eye. "My husband." She smiled. They crossed the 
porch, entering the house. 

 Cable tingled with the cession of wind as he walked into 
the main room of the house. It was open, all the way to the 
roof, and a fire pit burned in the middle of the room. He 
shucked his coat as Susan did, then followed her along the 
way to the back of the room. There she opened a door and 
took a set of steps down to the basement. Cable looked 
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around at the furnished basement and the secure door, 
incongruous shining metal. 

 Susan touched it, and smiled as it slid open. Beyond was 
a pale, shimmering corridor. Cable found himself thinking of 
fashion ads on television, with the unreal light that gives 
everyone smooth skin and shining eyes. He followed Susan 
down the corridor, into the complex beyond. They walked 
through what felt to him like a maze; with a peculiar pressure 
he felt his cybers mapping the complex as far as he could see. 
Then they reached an open doorway, a black lintel. 

 "Inside is my husband, the Enlightened Master of the 
Seventh Seal. You may call him Master now, you have earned 
the right. I'll give you two a minute alone." She smiled her 
small, secret smile. 

 Cable steeled his nerve and stepped inside. Behind him 
the door closed, and before him a curtain slid open. 

 He stepped into the light. 

 No, it wasn't simply light. He stepped into The Light. 

 In the basking glow of its presence he felt it fill him to 
overflowing. He felt as though grimy sunglasses had fallen 
from his eyes. There was a painful clarity that rendered 
everything fascinating. He glanced at his hands and saw 
them, luminous, as he had never seen them before. As 
though they belonged to someone else. He felt a lightness, an 
incredible and gentle release from the burden of his flesh 
somehow. He had no idea how to describe the feeling that 
washed through him. 

 In the middle of the room was a simple, comfortable 
chair. On it was a man in a loose tunic, a man with his eyes 
closed and a small smile. He was distinguished. A mat of 
auburn hair was combed back on his head, with white streaks 
at the temples. He opened his eyes. 
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 "Hello, my friend," he said to Cable. Cable felt the voice 
as though it came through a wall of speakers, though the 
Master was not loud. 

 "Hello," Cable said. 

 "You have come for your next assignment. I know you 
have a military background, perhaps you should call me 'Sir' 
rather than 'Master.' Would that suit you?" His voice was 
warm, a gentle authority that echoed the father stereotype 
from the fifties. 

 "That would suit me fine, Sir," Cable said.  

 "Good." The Master leaned back in his chair. "Let's 
have a look at you. It won't hurt." He smiled. 

 Cable felt lightheaded. Once again he felt as though he 
became somehow transparent, translucent, as though every 
thought and deed he had ever touched was written 
somewhere in him that this man could read it. He wondered 
if this is what God felt like. 

 "You need revenge," the Master said, steepling his oddly 
long fingers. "It is a taste that must be quenched, and we 
have mutual enemies. The time has come for you to do what 
you long to do. You will attack the international weapon 
development project, in their secret base under the waters. 
You will go alone. If you need backup it will be provided, but 
such a request is most unexpected. The project is vulnerable 
right now, for all their agents are on errands elsewhere so 
only the ambient defenses stand in your way. Susan will 
answer any questions you have. And before you go," he said, 
"I will send The Light with you." His smile grew, and Cable 
felt an incredible sensation… 

 

April 20 

 “Hey there, Vance,” the round-faced man said as the 
heavy door swung aside, letting him into the concrete room. 
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He mopped at the sweat on his face. “I‟m so sorry about 
what happened.” 

 Vance sat motionless on the other side of the table, 
shoulders slumped. His arms were draped up on the table 
lifelessly, one of them in a cast from his knuckles to his 
elbow. His face was bandaged, his eyes swollen. It seemed a 
great effort for him to look up at the newcomer‟s bow tie, 
dated suit, and bulging gut. 

 “Hey Foggy,” he said dully. “Mom said she pulled some 
strings to get you on my case.” 

 “Yeah, she asked me,” the big man said as he settled on 
the creaking chair. “I am a defense lawyer, and I‟m happy to 
take on your case pro bono—no charge but court fees. So 
Vance, I know we‟ve drifted apart since you were a little kid, 
but—what happened?” His face was worried as he looked 
over the battered teenager. 

 “Mom remarried,” Vance shrugged. “Bill drank. When 
he got drunk, he hit us. I can take it,” he said, his mouth a 
narrow line as he stared at the table. “But he was hitting 
mom. Last night, happy birthday, and it got bad.” Vance 
looked away, swallowing hard. “I guess mom shouldn‟t have 
asked him what he wanted for dinner.” 

 Foggy opened his manila folder, shuffling to the police 
report. “Looks like your stepdad was knocked out the third 
floor window, down onto a car. Broke a lot of bones.” 

 Vance did not react. 

 “Your stepdad died this morning. The doctors couldn‟t 
save him,” Foggy said carefully, watching the teen for a 
reaction. 

 “Good,” Vance said firmly. “I killed the bastard, and I‟ll 
pay for it. I want to plead guilty.” He aimed a bloodshot glare 
at Foggy. “It was worth it.” 

 Foggy blinked. “Vance, come on,” he said. “What you 
say to me here is under attorney-client privilege, so it is good 
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to be honest. But we have to at least make an effort. Your 
mother would skin me if I let you plead guilty.” 

 “Even if I am?” Vance demanded. 

 “Even then,” Foggy replied firmly. “Lots of innocent 
people are locked away every year. So let‟s make the best of 
an unfair system and try to make it work for us sometimes, 
okay?” His smile was meant to be disarming, his speech was 
meant to be a joke. “All we have to prove is reasonable 
doubt. Whatever your problems are with anger management, 
substance abuse, whatever, prison is not going to help you get 
your life together.” Foggy winced. “Especially since you 
turned eighteen two weeks ago. This time you are tried as an 
adult. So… that might be the end of the rest of your life, just 
as it gets started.” 

 “I don‟t care,” Vance muttered, staring at the table. “I 
did it. I won‟t try to get around it.” He paused. “I‟d do it 
again.” 

 “Look, Vance, let me talk to the prosecutor and the 
judge and see what we can work out before we make any 
final decisions, okay?” Foggy said, concern creasing his face. 
“Okay?” 

 “Whatever,” Vance mumbled, staring at the table. 

 “I‟ll see you this afternoon, or tomorrow morning at the 
latest,” Foggy said. “I have a case this afternoon, but 
hopefully we can get through it pretty fast. I‟ll give you my 
best,” he promised. 

 Vance did not react at all. 

 “Right,” Foggy nodded, rising and gathering his papers. 
“Well, I‟ll see you.” He rapped on the door, and the 
policeman let him out. 

 He leaned against the wall for just a moment, gathering 
his breath and his thoughts. “Dammit,” he sighed, half 
deflated. He shook his head, and followed the guard towards 
the exit.  
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 As he was escorted out of the cell block, he saw a 
woman waiting for him. She was dressed in silk, white, 
complimenting her pale skin tone. Her piercing eyes arrested 
his attention. 

 “Franklin Nelson?” she said. 

 “Why, yes,” he replied, nervously brushing at his gut 
and tugging at his jacket, hoping he wasn‟t too wrinkled or 
stained. “What can I do for you?” 

 “My name is Emma Frost. You are defending Vance 
Astrovik, who just murdered his stepfather.” Her eyes 
narrowed, almost amused. 

 “Allegedly!” Foggy corrected. 

 “Thank you, counselor. I am offering my help with your 
case.” 

 “I—what?” Foggy squinted, puzzled. 

 “You will help him make his guilty plea, and the courts 
will remand him into my custody. Highly unusual, I know,” 
she said as she raised her hand to forestall his retort. “I have 
spoken to Judge Cline and Fillburton, the prosecutor, 
already. They are open to the idea, because my school is 
accredited as an advanced learning institution, and has a 
closed campus as well. I have options to rehabilitate this 
young man.” 

 “A canny bluff,” Foggy said with some smugness, “but 
you wouldn‟t have tried it if you knew Cline like I do. No 
way he would go for…what are you doing?” 

 She opened her briefcase and pulled out a sheaf of 
papers. Pulling the top sheets, she handed them to Foggy, 
who glanced them over. Massachusetts Academy… 
Headmistress Emma Frost…protective 
custody…rehabilitation program for abused children…at the 
end of the document, signatures he recognized as belonging 
to Cline and Fillburton. 
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 “You agree to go along with this guilty plea, and we‟ll 
get paperwork signed up so he can come with me and start 
classes May second.” Her narrowed eyes held some 
amusement. 

 “Now, this is crazy,” Foggy objected. 

 “Or,” Frost said, a new edge to her voice, “I see to it 
that he is put into County and finds himself a husband that 
will take care of him for the next ten to twenty. And no time 
off for good behavior.” 

 “You‟re serious!” Foggy said, breathless. 

 “You owe it to your client to give him a chance to hear 
this offer,” Frost said as she arched an eyebrow. “It only 
comes once.” 

 Foggy stared at her, then shook his head. “Come with 
me,” he said. 

 A few minutes later, they were again in the concrete 
room with the battered teenager. Foggy sat down, intensely 
uncomfortable, as Vance peered past his swollen face at the 
chilly beauty of the woman who followed his lawyer into the 
room. 

 “Hello, Vance,” she said. “I am Emma Frost, 
headmistress of the Massachusetts Academy. I want you to 
plead guilty so the courts can remand you into my custody 
instead of sending you to jail.” 

 “What?” Vance looked between Foggy and Frost. “Is 
this your idea?” he demanded from his lawyer. 

 “No,” Foggy said firmly. “God no. I don‟t like it,” he 
frowned. “Stick with a „not guilty‟ plea and I bet we can get 
you out of this.” 

 “You don‟t deserve to get out of this,” Frost said, her 
voice soft and ruthless. “Come with me, and I‟ll see to it that 
you have ways to deal with bullies that don‟t involve 
ramming them down into cars.” 
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 “He fell out a window,” Foggy protested. 

 Vance stared at her, slack jawed. “What—how—how 
do you—” 

 “Now see here,” Foggy said, “I don‟t like this sadistic 
turn in the conversation. Vance‟s alleged crime—” 

 “Stop it,” Vance growled. “I did it, and I‟m not going to 
pretend I didn‟t. I‟m not going to try to duck the 
consequences.” 

 “You did what you did because you have no idea how 
else to defend yourself,” Frost replied. “It is pathetic. This is 
the best you could come up with—violence, and 
incriminating violence at that. You can do better. You can 
finally get some control in your life. And I can help you. But 
it won‟t be easy.” She looked him in the eye. “You‟ll wish 
you were in prison before I‟m done with you.” 

 Vance tilted his head back, his visible eye glittering. 
“Nelson thinks he can—” 

 “He‟s an idiot,” Frost said dismissively. 

 “Hey!” 

 “Even if you get off,” Frost continued, “you‟ll do it 
again. Until now, you‟ve been lucky that no one has seen 
what you can do. How hard you can push. Without even 
touching anything.” Her crystal-clear eyes bored into the 
teen. “I know what you are capable of,” she breathed. “The 
only reason you can follow me out of this mess is because I, 
like you, am different. But I know how to handle myself. 
And the system. And the cogs in the system,” she said, 
slipping Vance‟s folder out of Foggy‟s hands. She looked the 
pudgy lawyer in the eye, gratified to see fear enforcing his 
silence. “That‟s what I‟m offering you in turn.” 

 Vance watched her for a moment, then gingerly shook 
his head. “I‟ll take my chances,” he said. 
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 “Won‟t be a gamble,” Frost shrugged. “You see how 
easily I got the judge and prosecutor to agree to my plan? 
Imagine how easily I can influence them in other ways. Like 
sentencing.” For the first time, her teeth showed. She looked 
Vance in the eye. “I could compel you to come with me,” 
she said quietly, “but you‟ll choose to do it.” 

 “Don‟t let her push you around,” Foggy said, puffing 
up his chest. 

 Frost didn‟t even glance at him. “Out,” she said, her 
tone flat. The lawyer‟s face went slack, he rose, and left the 
room, closing the door behind himself. Frost watched Vance. 

 “Damn,” Vance said. 

 “I‟ll have your answer,” Frost replied. 

 “Whatever,” Vance shrugged. “Let‟s go.”  

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN 

 "Now!" hissed the man in the black mask. He and the 
woman next to him, also in dark combat clothes and a mask, 
sprinted out without so much as a whisper of noise. They ran 
past the bored guard on patrol, and he did not see them. 
Then they got to the crates in the shadow of the dock. 

 They waited for a moment in the cargo stack, waiting to 
see if they had been detected. 

 "Now what?" the masked woman hissed to the masked 
man. 

 "We empty this crate," the man said, touching the crate 
behind him. "Carry its contents, piece by piece back to the 
warehouse when the guard isn't looking. Then, we both cram 
in there. They'll load us on the ship, then we'll go out on the 
lake, then the sub will come and do a cargo transfer. When 
we get to the bottom they'll unload everything, and that's 
when we'll sneak out and redistribute the load of two crates. 
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From there we can sneak into the underwater base without 
too much trouble." 

 "This is a terrible plan," the woman said, shaking her 
head. “Our task is to kill Darkholme for her crimes against 
the Morlocks, slaying so many in the darkness beneath the 
streets of New York. I suppose I am glad you defected from 
the Project to join us… but right now I am not sure that 
helps our cause. Callisto trusts you to assassinate Darkholme, 
but I think you are a clown with ridiculous childish plans. It 
took you a month to come up with this?” 

 “Needed to give them time to cool down with the tight 
security,” the masked man said patiently. “Besides, before 
you knock my plan, let me remind you that yours involved 
sitting in a dark corner, pulling your hair, gnashing your 
teeth, and bemoaning your fate," the man whispered 
somewhat noisily. "So buck up, little camper! Come on, 
Sarra, it's not the best plan, but there's only two of us and 
I'm on a shoestring budget." 

 "Even so," Sarra grumbled. 

 "Oh quit whining and help me open this crate," the man 
grumbled. 

* 

 The submarine hold jarred slightly, and Sarra gripped 
the edge of the open crate. "Wilson, these were sealed. 
They'll see that they were tampered with. They wouldn't send 
half-full crates--" 

 "Bla bla BLA," Wilson said. "Shut up already. We just 
need to get in, find Darkholme, and pop her. Bang. What 
happens to us isn't important. But I do have an escape plan, 
if it makes you feel any better." 

 "Heaps," she snarled. “I think that bump means we 
have docked or something. Reached the base.” 

 "Hoo," Wilson said as he opened another crate. 
"Guns." He reached in and lifted out a silvered plasma rifle. 
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"I'm on the edge of losing the whole stealthy side of my 
plan," he crooned softly, running a finger down the side of 
the rifle. "For some reason, even when I worked for them 
they kept me away from the plasma guns. Figure THAT 
out." 

 "Just did," Sarra muttered. 

 The blast door slid down on the hold. The two masked 
figures turned to stare at it. 

 "Is this… normal?" Sarra asked. 

 "They can't possibly have found us already," Wilson 
said. 

 Green gas hissed in through vents. 

 "Well, for what it's worth," Wilson shrugged, "Sorry. 
Plan b anyone?" 

 They blasted the door with the plasma weapons and 
darted out through the slagged remains. No one stood in 
their way as they raced to the airlock. They dashed out into 
the submarine paddock, weapons at the ready. 

 Fifteen soldiers with the insignia of the Project stood 
holding them at gunpoint. At the back of the group was a 
trim, dark haired woman. 

 "Heh," Wilson said, squeezing the trigger on the plasma 
weapon. 

 Nothing happened. 

 "Remote shutdown, automatic sealing of the magnetic 
bottle in the weapon," Darkholme said helpfully. "This was 
the best plan you could come up with? I'm embarrassed. I 
would have thought you could pay some attention when we 
provided you with tactical training.  

 Sarra threw herself at the soldiers and was gunned down 
on her second step. Tufted darts sprouted all over her chest 
and arm and she keeled over, unconscious before she hit the 
floor. 
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 "Dangerous dosage," Wilson noted. "Lucky for me I'd 
rather die than work for the Project again. You just going to 
have me shot?" 

 "I thought about it," Darkholme said. "Then I got 
annoyed that you thought you could come down here and 
kill me." She nodded, and three darts were fired into Wilson. 
"I'm going to disarm you before I put you down." 

 Wilson reached back and snatched out two pistols even 
as he felt the poison work. But Darkholme was as fast as he 
was, maybe faster. She was to the side and diving. He fired as 
she rolled, but she was right next to him in no time at all. She 
ducked a volley, kicked a gun out of his hand, snatched the 
other and cranked it around. He felt something give in his 
wrist.  

 No question. She was faster than he was. A lot faster. 

 He lashed out at her and felt his elbow go numb as she 
stuck her finger in it. He kicked, and she swept his knee. 
From the ground he drew his knife and did a kippup, but she 
popped him with a kick as he bounced. As he hit the floor he 
threw the knife at her knee, and she took a step out of the 
way and dove at him. He kicked at her and knocked her 
back, rolled to his feet and settled in a stance. 

 She laughed, drew her pistol, and shot him. 

 As he fell, darkness gathered around him. He heard her 
speaking. 

 "Alright, enough vacation time. I should be working. 
I'm headed to New York with my team. Contact me if there 
are any problems. And somebody lock these two up…" 

* 

 "This sucks," Wilson grumbled. He stood in biker 
shorts, arms crossed over his soggy chest. Vaporizers 
hummed, pushing moisture into the air of his cell. As he 
paced, he left damp footprints on the floor of the humid cell. 
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 It had been hours, maybe a dozen or so, since he had 
woken up after being knocked out. He had healed up fully, 
and he had that bad taste in his mouth that let him know the 
Project had not forgotten the poison he needed to ingest to 
keep his tissue regeneration down.  

 "Home sweet home," he muttered. "God I wish I could 
blow this tuna can away." 

 "Wishes are dangerous things," came a quiet voice from 
the hallway. 

 Wilson spun and dashed to the door. "Sarra? How did 
you get out?!" 

 "You forget," she whispered. "I am a Morlock. We have 
a talent for getting into and out of places." He saw her 
without her heavy clothes for the first time. She was long 
legged and lanky, thin rather than slim. Calcified patches of 
bone showed through her skin in raw, irritated strips. Her 
arm was bleeding. 

 "What happened to your arm?" Wilson asked. 

 "Stupid man," she said. She held up a long, ragged sharp 
strip of bone that looked something like a knife. It was 
streaked with blood. She started prying off the cover to the 
cell door control in Wilson's cell. "I am sharp," she said. "No 
one may hold me. No one may get close." 

 Wilson chuckled. She glared at him, frozen. "Babe, 
above and beyond that you are butt ugly." She continued to 
glare at him, unmoving. "Hey, don't worry about it," he said. 
"I'm squishy," he explained, as though that made all the 
difference. 

 "I don't have time for prettiness," she gritted out as she 
returned her attention to the panel. "If I didn't need you to 
get out of here I'd leave you." 

 "Yeah, sure," Wilson nodded. "I plan to make some 
time for prettiness when we get back. Right now? We got 
some people to blow up.” The door opened. 
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 "You are my new hero," Wilson said with a sodden grin 
as he stepped out of his cell. "But I think you got their 
attention." 

 They sprinted down the hallway as bullets blasted and 
zinged after them. The guards followed, shooting and 
sounding the alarm. 

* 

 Cable plunged through the surface into the cold waters 
of the lake. He found himself smiling. He was strapped into 
an amphibious assault pack. He could breathe just fine as the 
combat computers kicked in and he fired up the engines to 
burrow deep under the surface. He felt the ping of the 
Project's radar pick him out. Soon they would send missiles 
and weapons to destroy him. He goosed the thrusters and 
pushed deep into the depths, faster than a diver would dare 
to go. 

 First the electric shock. Even his cybers could handle 
that charge, and he had the pack. The electricity was 
dissipated. Before he was even in range, he fired sleek 
torpedoes towards the minigun emplacements, for they were 
lit up and picked out by his computer imaging interfaced 
with his memory. 

 Their torpedoes launched, too late to home in on the 
ones he fired from the amphibious pack. They swept towards 
him, and rather than detonate them he cranked his thrusters 
to evade. The torpedoes circled around as he approached the 
first land lines of defense. Lights popped on below, as his 
torpedoes smashed into the miniguns as they spun their 
barrels up to speed to cut him in half. 

 Defensive reaction time was pretty good. Three 
scrambled mini sub combat craft zoomed up to meet him, 
and he twisted past one as it fired at him. The three 
torpedoes that had homed in on him slammed into the craft. 
The explosion swept across Cable, and he fired a volley of 
missiles that crushed another of the combat craft. The last 
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one opened fire, and he rippled away from the bullets long 
enough to hit the craft with a burst of armor piercing shells 
in a tight grouping that left the craft unhurt except for three 
holes through the hull that spattered the pilot. 

 Then he was inside the defensive grid with uncanny 
speed. He launched the rest of the ordinance on the 
amphibious pack weapons platform, opening a huge gap in 
the side of the Project's underwater base. 

 Crushing waves of force rolled over him from the blast, 
then he jetted into the gap and slung the pack on the ground. 
He pulled a pistol from his belt, hanging on to a wall as water 
rushed in to the newly opened and depressurizing spaces. 
Entire segments of the base crumpled like an aluminum can 
in the deep pressure. 

 Armored troops fought the incoming tide, struggling to 
reach him. 

 Cable smiled. Then he started shooting. 

* 

 Wilson dashed down the corridor with Sarra, his feet 
slapping damply against the floor. He punched the door 
command, but they were in lockdown now. Just in time Sarra 
grabbed him and hurled him over the monitor station at the 
end of the hall; the two of them huddled together behind it 
as bullets rang and slammed around them. 

 The floor lurched, and with a deafening wrench the 
corridor twisted slightly. Water sprayed in with maiming 
force, spitting in harder than a fire hose stream. Yelps of pain 
and consternation sounded from their pursuers. 

 The door next to the station Wilson and Sarra crouched 
behind opened, and techs filed through. Wilson realized 
something must have gone wrong; they were evacuating. He 
grinned, then sprang from cover and bowled into the techs; 
several went down in a sprawl of limbs. He rolled clear, 
gripping one of the techs, as Sarra chased the rest back into 
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the door and shut it before their pursuers could try to catch 
up. 

 "Now," Wilson snarled, his face only inches from the 
tech, "you're going to do some of my homework." Wilson 
hauled the startled man up and slung him in a seat. 

 They had escaped into a monitoring and control station. 
Sarra had restrained the armed guard that was with the five 
techs. She swept the muzzle of the machine gun back and 
forth, discouraging the techs from being heroic. 

 "Wh-what do you want?" the tech asked Wilson. 

 "You're looking for a chemical formula. It's about my 
height, sticky, keeps me from ballooning up with extra meat 
when I'm healing." 

 "The W-Wilson file," the tech said. "The systems. 
They're locked up." He shrugged. 

 "Unlock them," Wilson said slowly and distinctly. The 
tech got busy. 

 "Wilson," Sarra said, nervous. 

 "I know," Wilson said irritably. 

 "Wilson, we don't have time for this," Sarra said. 

 "I do," he replied. "My life depends on this. Doesn't do 
me a damn bit of good to escape the can if I don't have this 
formula." 

 Ten uneasy minutes passed. Muffled explosions and 
echoing screams and gunfire chased each other through the 
ruptured complex. Water began rolling in under both doors. 
One of the techs was weeping, another was praying the 
Lord's Prayer over and over. 

 "Got it," the tech said triumphantly. He popped out a 
disk. 

 "Athank ahyou," Wilson said, snatching the disk. "Now 
let's run." He pushed the command to open the door that led 
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away from where they had ditched pursuit. The door slid 
open, and water gushed into the control station. It was calf 
deep in the tilted corridor. Wilson took the lead, Sarra 
brought up the rear, and the techs meekly followed. They 
headed for the escape pods. 

 They rounded a corner, and Wilson froze. At the end of 
the hall was a big man, streaked with scorch marks, with a 
plasma gun in either hand. Reflexively, the big man was 
moving as Wilson dove out of the way. Plasma leaped from 
the silvered gun in the big man's hand and blazed through 
Wilson's gut, pounding out next to his spine. Pierced and 
burning, Wilson fell unable to scream. The techs turned to 
run, howling panic, but in a flash the big man had overtaken 
them. Plasma burned them down. Finally Sarra spun with her 
gun ready. 

 Her eyes met the big man's eyes. 

 His lip curled in a smile. 

 "You live for revenge," he said, his voice a little harsh. 
He slung the gun and stepped over the bodies, walking right 
past her. He paused as he walked past her. "Revenge is yours 
to take. If you want it badly enough." Then he headed for the 
control station they had abandoned. 

 Sarra stood breathing fast and shallow. All the techs, 
dead in a handful of trigger squeezes. She heard Wilson gasp, 
barely able to move his hands down to the baseball sized 
hole through his torso. 

 "Come on," she said grimly, hauling him up as he 
gasped in pain. "Let's get you out of here." 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE 

 Cable stood in the control room, feeling the whole base 
shudder and throb under the incredible pressures that 
buffeted it as sections collapsed. He had effortlessly directed 
his cybers to hack the system, and now he was opening blast 
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doors, crushing the outlying segments of the base. Water was 
flowing into the main sections now. It would not be long 
before the base was crushed beyond use. 

 He glanced over the corpses, over to where he had 
tossed his underwater pack. He smiled to himself as he 
remembered the crushing pressure of the deep that was 
crumpling the base like a toy. He briefly wondered how the 
force field the pack projected worked, to protect him from 
the pressures of this depth. Then he dismissed the thought. 
Too much time around Forge. His mind shied away from 
that, back to the business at hand as he blew up Forge's 
biggest accomplishment. 

 "Those were the days," he muttered. "But these? These 
are the days." 

 He paused as he saw the security camera was still 
online. A peculiar urge hit him. He approached the camera, 
gazed into it. He saw the higher-ups in the Project on the 
other side, the ones who would be just sick watching him 
blow up the base over and over as they searched for clues as 
to what really happened. He smiled. 

 "You wanted to make me a super soldier," he said, 
surprised to hear his voice was hoarse. "Here I am. I have 
come with technology and destruction to ruin you. But the 
tech is just toys. What really brought me here and destroyed 
your people is my will and my spirit. When I think of what 
you did to me--what you were going to do to me--I become 
the weapon you envisioned. Congratulations on your 
outstanding success." He blasted the camera. 

Then he strapped on the pack and hit the self-
destruct for the base. Blowing a hole in the wall, he let 
himself be pinned to the back wall until the pressure 
equalized. A few quick thrusts with the pack's propulsion 
unit later, he was out and soaring up towards the surface, not 
worried about nitrogen bubbles in the least. 
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 Below, the base flashed, then crumpled, and the 
disturbed water rushed in. The Project's hub was no more. 
Cable smiled to himself as he flashed up closer and closer to 
sunlight. 

 Not terribly far above, a black helicopter hovered and 
waited for him. Its blue, furry pilot was smiling too… 

* 

 "Make—make it stop rolling!" Sarra snarled as the 
escape craft spun and rolled with the force of the underwater 
blast. Debris clattered off the hull. Wilson gritted his teeth 
and struggled with the craft's controls, then they stabilized. 

 "There we go," he said, breathless. He clutched at the 
hole in his abdomen, struggling to remain conscious. "I've set 
a course for Canada, we'll be mostly there before we… 
surface…" he wobbled, almost slumping in his seat straps. 

 "Wilson," Sarra said. "I never did catch your first 
name." 

 "In light… of recent events… is funny," he mumbled. 
"Wade…" 

 "How long do you think it will take to get to Canada?" 
she asked. 

 "Oh… couple hours," he said. "Why?" 

 "And you're healing?"  

 "Yeah, but not as fast as when I'm excited," he said with 
a bit of a grin. 

 "Hm," she said. Then she leaned over him and kissed 
him, hard. He struggled for a moment before he realized 
what was going on. Then their jaws locked as their tongues 
pushed desperately at each other. She broke away. 

 "Let's get you excited," she said with a mischievous grin 
in her eyes. 

 Wilson laughed as she pulled him out of his chair. 
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* 

 Cable heavily dropped to one knee, still grimy from his 
battle. "Mission accomplished, Sir," he said. "Now it's just 
mop-up." 

 "You can't be bothered with that," resonated the voice 
of the Enlightened One. 

 "No?" Cable asked, glancing up. 

 "No," the Enlightened One said. "You are to be trained 
up to attack and kill the leader of the Project. The one 
behind the Director. Then your revenge will be sated." 

 "Alright," Cable said, closing his eyes and letting The 
Light fill him. "It will be as you command…" 

 

April 21 

 The man who practically cowered in the corner of the 
room was hardly recognizable as Worthington. He was 
exhausted, terrified, unkempt. The metal door opened and 
Emma Frost descended into the squalid room. 

 "What day is it?" Worthington asked urgently. 

 "You've been down here for four days," Frost replied 
evenly. Wyngarde followed her in. She looked around but 
disdained to seat herself on any of the chairs. "Three of your 
doubles have been crippled," she said. "Your art collection 
has been stolen four times." 

 He moaned as he collapsed on one of the chairs. Frost 
pursed her lips with displeasure. "Furthermore," she said, 
"the board just fired you from your own company." 

 "This is a nightmare," he managed. 

 Wyngarde cleared his throat. "Look," he said, "if it 
wasn't for me they would have gotten you by now. And I hid 
your art collection; counterfeits have been stolen, but they 
haven't and won't find the genuine articles." 
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 "After tonight's meeting of the Inner Council things will 
turn around for you," Frost said. "Now pull yourself 
together, get cleaned up, and wipe that fear out of your eyes." 
A hint of disgust lingered in her voice. 

 "You have a plan?" Worthington said, a bit worried. 

 "Of course," she said coldly. "Should do the trick 
nicely…" She and Wyngarde exchanged a knowing look. 

* 

 Magnus strode up to the door in his finery as the White 
King. Wyngarde stood by the door and smirked at him. The 
door swept open of its own accord, brushing Wyngarde aside 
as Magnus stalked into the Inner Council's meeting chamber. 

 "Glad you could make it, Eric," the White Queen said 
with laughter in her eyes. "Car trouble?" 

 "Wait your turn," the White King snapped as he stood 
before his throne and glared at the Black King, who was 
comfortably seated. "Why?" 

 "Why what?" the Black King asked casually. He lit his 
cigar with elaborate attention to detail. 

 "Why did you purchase all my steelworks from 
Worthington?" 

 Shaw let a slow smile spread across his face. "Oddly 
enough," he said, "their production is tailored to my mining 
interests." He puffed a smoke ring. "They're just what I need 
to expand." 

 "Why, Eric," the White Queen said. "Don't tell me your 
psychers didn't see it coming." Her eyes were viciously 
amused. "Last I checked, there's no rule against a little 
friendly competition on the Council. Oh, but wait! After 
Xavier got away from you, even though you hid his existence 
from the Inner Council, your entire Institute seems to have 
been blown up and it's director, well, accidented. Same 
night." She shook her head. "Don't know how you let that 
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one get by you. If it was me, I'd take better care of my top 
secret projects." 

 "That's not the worst of it," the Black Queen added in 
her silky snide voice. "I was talking to Worthington." She 
pretended not to notice the sharp look the White Queen 
pointed at her. "He says he came after you because he found 
out about the Inner Council from your bragging. You were 
telling him how powerful you were and you let fall our sacred 
secret." 

 "Is that true?" the Black King said, his brow dark with 
anger. The room went dead silent. "You know that's not 
allowed," the Black King growled. 

 "I didn't let any secret slip," the White King said, staring 
into the Black King's eyes. 

 "The White Queen could find out fast enough," the 
Black Queen pointed out, glaring at the White King through 
slitted eyes. 

 The White King turned to her. "Looks like you want to 
duel," he said softly, mercilessly. 

 "Enough!" the Black King said. He slammed his fist 
down on the table. "I call for a No Confidence vote." 

 The White Queen cleared her throat. "Who among us 
believes that the White King is no longer fit for the title?" 

 Three hands went up. 

 "Queen takes King," the Black King said to Magnus as 
their eyes met. Magnus slowly reached up and pulled the 
circlet from his brow, tossed it on the table. "Eventually," the 
Black King continued, "we just got sick of all the posturing." 

 Magnus nodded. "I've been limiting my scope," he said 
to himself. "I think it's time the world was made safe from 
jackals like you." He laughed, a quick and hard and mirthless 
expression. Then he spun with a flourish and strode out of 
the room. The door crashed shut behind him. 
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 In the hallway outside, he came face to face with 
Worthington. He smiled at him, almost kindly. 

 "We're going to have to talk," he said quietly. Then he 
nodded, and walked around him. Wyngarde was at 
Worthington's side in a moment. 

 "Time for you to get your reward," Wyngarde said with 
a toothy grin. The two men entered the presence of the Inner 
Council. 

 "That was a long time coming," the White Queen said, 
and the three shared a nervous but relieved laugh. 

 "He never should have turned down your advances, eh 
Frost?" the Black King said. He laughed, and she chuckled 
warily. "And now," the Black King said, "Perhaps we can 
induct our benefactor." He smiled broadly. 

 Wyngarde and Worthington stood ready, beaming. 

 "Come on up here, Worthington," the Black King said 
with a gesture. The Black Queen glided down from the dais 
and took Worthington by the arm as all color drained from 
Wyngarde's face. The illusionist tottered. He gazed at Frost 
in horror. 

 She shrugged slightly and turned her back on him, 
facing the Black King. He looked at her and nodded. 
"Excellent work, White Queen," he said jovially. The Inner 
Council, including Worthington, shared a hearty laugh. 

 The Black Queen looked the new White King up and 
down. "Welcome to the Inner Council," she purred. "After 
we crown you I'll… show you the ropes." 

 A smile grew across his face as his eyes traveled up and 
down her lithe form. "I'll look forward to that," he said. The 
White Queen stared at the Black Queen coldly. She 
considered her options as the Black King grinned at the trio 
smugly. 

* 
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 Wyngarde rocked back and forth, pressed against the 
wall in the alley behind the club, lips compressed with rage 
and frustration. 

 Then he looked up, startled, as a figure loomed over 
him. His lip curled in a sneer. 

 "What do you want?" he snapped. “Anything to add?” 

 "No," Magnus said quietly. "You have seen them 
revealed as they truly are, with the insight of an illusionist 
peering beyond the façade." He paused. "I will never betray 
you, Jason," he said softly. 

 The illusionist stared up at him, and swallowed hard. 
"You… you…" 

 "Come with me," Magnus said. "Come with me and we 
will make the world a better place. You want to be a ruler of 
men? To have authority and respect? This is the only time I'll 
offer." He extended his hand. 

 Wyngarde looked at the offered hand, thinking of what 
it represented. Then he took Magnus‟s hand in his own, a 
firm grip. 

 "Now," Magnus said, tugging him away from the wall 
and releasing him, "let us not delay. There is much to do." 

 They vanished into the night. 

* 

 “You‟ve been busy,” Xavier said quietly as Frost closed 
the front door to the school. Her eyes met his, and she said 
nothing. 

 “The Institute. Geraint. Gone.” Xavier was 
expressionless. “April 16, all of it went away. And here we 
are five days later, and I‟m finding out about it. Demolished, 
and news of it suppressed.” 

 “Seems that way,” Frost agreed, crossing her arms over 
her chest as her well-schooled nerves resisted a panicked 
climb in her heart-rate. 
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 “One of the most difficult tasks that we are left with, 
after the manipulation and scheming, after we sate our lust 
for control, is recognizing gifts when they are handed to us,” 
Xavier said. He stood leaning on the balustrade for the 
staircase, appearing casual, but Frost could feel the churn of 
emotion beneath his placid expression. 

 Frost waited. 

 “For example,” Xavier said, eyes still unreadable. “As 
I…responded to the news of what happened to this man 
who had been my loyal, faithful servant for years, and as I 
was notified that half my life‟s work was destroyed in 
violence, I did grieve. But… I am not the one who destroyed 
them,” he said. “And you knew that if I wanted to disappear 
again, I would have to decide. Whether or not to allow 
Geraint and the Institute to survive my departure. Whether 
or not I could accept the risk they represented, connecting 
my past to my present.” 

 Xavier shook his head. “Such a decision is painful at 
best. Sentimentality can create such terrible vulnerability, and 
you know that. You know me. You know that Geraint‟s 
loyalty was—well, it was my idea all along,” Xavier admitted, 
just a corner of the ruthlessness of that idea visible in the 
glint of his eyes, of his teeth. “You spared me the decision. 
Without consulting me. Without making me complicit in this 
tragedy. They are destroyed, and there is no decision for me 
to make. Only the decision of how I will respond to you. To 
your motives, and needs, and what they push you to do.” She 
focused her defenses against his penetrating stare. 

 “It must be difficult,” Xavier mused, “for you to resist 
using my past to try to manipulate me.” He blinked once, 
slowly, then turned to the stairs. 

 “Thank you, Emma. You know what you‟ve done for 
me. And now I know a little more about what I mean to you. 
Now, I think…” He looked her in the eye once more, with 
something of a smile. “We can be partners.” 
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 His braces whined as he climbed the stairs. 

 Frost breathed. Something like relief warmed her.  

 “You‟re welcome,” she whispered. 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

April 25 

 The bulky, square-shouldered man stood stoically on 
the helipad, high above the busy city streets. He watched the 
black helicopter swirl down, coming to a neat landing as its 
ghostly quiet rotors spun down. The side door opened, and a 
trim woman with blonde hair hopped out. She adjusted her 
jumpsuit, and approached with a brilliant smile. 

 “Garrett. Everything still in one piece?” she demanded. 

 “Of course,” he replied with a nod as the two of them 
headed for the stairwell. “Welcome back, Director 
Darkholme. How was the testing in Africa? Do you think the 
power armor is about ready to go?” 

 She shrugged. “It‟s close, but the damn thing is too 
clunky still. I want sleek grace, I want death made of pivoting 
steel and integrated computers. That thing is clumsy. We 
need power armor that‟s ready for urban pacification, and 
that means mobility. The targeting systems are a joke.” 

 Garrett nodded. “I expected you to be tan. But you 
aren‟t any more likely to tan than I am.” 

 “Cut the noise, Garrett. I‟m not in the mood for chit 
chat. You came out here to meet me personally. Why.” They 
reached the stairwell, and Garrett flexed his wrist. A spike 
popped out under the heel of his hand, and he stuffed it into 
the slot under the door‟s keypad. The door opened, and they 
started down the stairs. 

 “You know the Parapsychological Studies Institute just 
got cratered,” he said. 



 

   119 

 “Right,” she agreed, following him down the stairs. 

 “One of their old operatives approached our satellite 
base here in New York,” Garrett continued. “She worked 
with PSI and she figured that whoever blew it up might 
come gunning for her. So she‟s looking for asylum.” 

 “What did you do?” Darkholme asked. 

 He shrugged. “She‟s a precognitive,” he said. “It‟s eerie. 
So I put her in protective custody so you can figure out what 
to do with her.” He came about as close as he ever came to 
smiling; it looked painful on his face. 

 “I take it you‟ve at least bothered with a background 
check,” she said, an edge to her voice. 

 “Yeah, she used to be a piano teacher. Name is Irene 
Adler. She‟s blind. She worked with kids at the Institute, then 
there was an accident of some sort with one of the kids and a 
mental transfer or something. I don‟t know the details.” 

 “Maybe we‟ll code name her Cassandra.” 

 “Who?” Garrett asked, puzzled. 

 “Never mind,” Darkholme sighed. They passed two 
soldiers in generic uniforms, then entered an elevator. 
Garrett popped his wrist spike again, slotting it into the 
elevator controls, and they headed down to the sub 
basement. Numbers slowly flashed down on the floor 
indicator over the doors. 

 “If you don‟t mind my asking,” Garrett said slowly, 
“why haven‟t we investigated the coordinated attack on PSI 
resources? We might be next on a list somewhere.” 

 “I know who did it,” she replied simply. “And it‟s 
classified.” 

 Garrett grunted. “I just ask because Adler said that the 
Project was about to be destroyed. Don‟t suppose you could 
shed a little light.” 
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 “I‟ve shed all my light,” she replied with a wicked smile. 
“Did she mention attack vector?” 

 “She said that the experiments would return and destroy 
Extechops.” 

 Darkholme nodded decisively. “I‟ll meet her,” she said. 
“How are the agents doing?” 

 “I‟ve assigned Ebony to the satellite base,” Garrett 
replied. “He‟s been restless, so I had him kill some FBI 
agents that were trying to figure out who the real estate of 
the satellite base belongs to. The man is an artist,” Garrett 
conceded. “No suspicion will fall on our operations. Hunter 
has been looking for Remy LeBeau. Harpoon has been 
providing security at the Alley. We‟ve got two hundred 
troops in the Alley, another hundred and fifty at the satellite 
site. All is well in Africa?” 

 “Our testing is going well,” she nodded. “I‟m thinking 
about relocating to Wakanda.” 

 The express elevator arrived, and they stepped out in 
the sub basement. Crossing the deserted floor, they both 
knew they were being watched by a million dollars worth of 
equipment. Then they stepped into the storage cage and 
moved a box. Garrett used his wrist spike again, and another 
door opened. This elevator had only one destination, and 
they stepped in as the doors rolled smoothly shut. 

 “How is Rachel,” Garrett inquired as biometric 
scanners rolled over them, concealed in the walls of the 
elevator. 

 “Fine,” Darkholme replied curtly. The speedy elevator 
opened, and they stepped out into the security center at one 
end of the Alley. Soldiers snapped to attention, and she 
ignored them as she crossed the room and looked out the 
bay window built into the observation post. 

 A three story concrete cavern stretched away from the 
security center at the end of the room. The massive, bustling 
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space was supported with great pillars up to the dim ceiling; 
it reminded Darkholme of a cathedral. Labs on one side, a 
sick bay, weapons testing bays, housing. The faint scent of 
cooking food drifted up from the cafeteria. Darkholme 
smiled as she looked out over the base of operations. 

 “Good to be back,” she said. “Now let‟s go see this 
Adler.” 

 

 The bed was neatly made. The elderly woman perched 
on the easy chair was immaculately trim and tidy. Darkholme 
and Garrett entered her small room that had been made to 
look much like an apartment. 

 “Ms. Adler,” Garrett rumbled, “I‟ve brought Director 
Darkholme.” 

 Adler tried to smile, but succeeded only in looking 
uncomfortable. 

 “I hear you know the future,” Darkholme said. 

 “Sometimes,” Adler nodded, her voice just over a 
whisper, dry and pale. “Bloodier for some than others.” 

 “Tell me,” Darkholme said. 

 “Project Exterior Technology Operations is going to be 
destroyed very soon,” she breathed. “Its experiments will 
return to wreak havoc on the present and find their way to 
the past.” 

 “Time frame?” Darkholme asked, fishing a cigarette out 
of her shirt pocket and producing a lighter from another 
pocket. 

 “Less than two weeks,” Adler murmured. 

 Darkholme nodded. “Alright then.” She turned to 
Garrett. “I‟m going to be training Rachel exclusively for a 
month. She‟s got a special mission I‟ve got to get her ready 
for. Okay? So you‟re in charge.” She lit her cigarette, then 
grinned wolfishly as she slapped the big man on the 
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shoulder. “Keep things together. I‟ll be in touch. Handle it.” 
She let herself out. 

 Garrett was right on her heels. “With all due respect, 
Director,” he began. 

 “Kill all the experiments, that‟s an order. I want the 
vampiric specimens dead, the genetic coding project finished, 
all the cloning wiped out, the experimental cybernetic 
division. All of it. We‟re going to start clean slate. People will 
complain. Stall them.” She was walking down the corridor 
swiftly. 

 “What about me? Ebony? Hunter? Harpoon? You 
know, your agents?” 

 “No worries, you can live,” she said, flashing him a 
smile over her shoulder. “Just get the bio-weaponry that‟s 
still in testing form taken care of. Oh, and track down 
Banner. He‟s a loose cannon that‟s drifted around long 
enough.” 

 “Have a nice trip,” Garrett said, at a loss as Darkholme 
stepped into the elevator. 

 “See you in a month,” she grinned, and the doors slid 
shut. 

 Garrett leaned back, then shrugged and lit up a 
cigarette. He thought it over, then turned and followed the 
corridor for some distance until he reached a 
communications station. He punched in a code. 

 “Hunter,” he said. “Are you terribly busy?” 

 “Not at the moment,” came the reply, the slithering 
cold voice. 

 “Good,” Garrett nodded. “Priority has changed. Now 
you‟re going after Bruce Banner. I believe you‟ve had your 
briefing.” 

 “Right. Wormhole, Chimera. Big otherdimensional 
monster.” 



 

   123 

 “Something like that,” Garrett nodded. “You have two 
weeks to give me significant results. Don‟t injure him. We 
don‟t want him alive. Kill him. Got it?” 

 “Yes sir,” said the deeply satisfied voice on the other 
end. Garrett sighed as he closed the connection. He regarded 
his smoldering cigarette for a moment, then shrugged and 
took a deep, deep drag. 

 “It‟s a good thing,” he muttered, “I don‟t believe in 
fate.” 

 Still, however reluctantly, his steps turned back towards 
Adler‟s holding cell. He let himself in. 

 “Garrett again,” he muttered. 

 “Of course,” she smiled politely. 

 “Wormhole, Chimera, Banner,” Garrett said. “Will he 
survive this?” 

 “Oh yes,” she replied. “Hunter will die.” Her forehead 
creased. “Here, in the Alley.” 

 Garrett frowned. “We won‟t let any harm come to you,” 
he said. “I hope you feel safe here.” 

 She only smiled. “You have a phone call to make,” she 
said quietly. He left the cell, and returned to the 
communications station. 

 “Ebony,” he growled into the com. 

 “Yeah boss.” Cell phone; loud music thudded in the 
background. 

 “Go with Hunter. Kill Banner.” 

 “You got it. Anything special?” 

 “Dead,” Garrett clarified. “Once Hunter finds him, I 
want him dead. Not hurt. And don‟t screw around. One hit 
one kill, you read me?” 

 “I read you, boss. Ohh, yeah.” 



 

124 

 Garrett frowned at the phone, then he heard the giggle 
in the background, and a squeak of delight. He shook his 
head as he closed the connection. “Clown.” 

 He took a deep breath. Then he returned to his office. 

 Sitting behind the steel desk, he glanced at the flat panel 
monitor on his computer. He gritted his teeth. 

 Then he began to draw up orders of termination… 

* 

 "Why would you help me?" the trim blonde man asked, 
his narrow eyes focused on the older man across the table. 

 "My dear Worthington," the older man said, his face 
creased in a smile under his wild thatch of white hair, "I 
really don't think we're communicating." His eyes sparkled as 
he leaned forward. "When you helped the Inner Council be 
rid of me, you all thought I was being disgraced. On the 
contrary. I've graduated." He leaned back, letting that sink in. 
Worthington sipped his drink, his eyes not leaving the other 
man. 

 "Look, Lensherr, don't think you can pull one over on 
me." 

 "Do call me Magnus," the older man said. "You got the 
drop on me because I was absorbed in my vision, and not 
the details. I lost sight of the minutia that the Inner Council 
dotes upon. So when you ousted me, I finally remembered 
my purpose, shrugged off the responsibilities of that infantile 
and petty club, and once again threw myself into fulfilling my 
destiny." He gazed off the veranda into the wall of green 
presented by the trees. "I don't share leadership well. It was a 
matter of time, really." 

 "So if you're above all that pettiness," Worthington said, 
"what's this?" He tapped the thick envelope on the table 
between them. 
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 "A replacement," Magnus said. "Surely you've already 
begun deciding how best to be rid of the White Queen. She's 
dangerous to you. Having used you to oust me, how long do 
you think she'll tolerate you?" 

 "You're trying to trick me," Worthington said. "It won't 
work." 

 "Of course it won't," Magnus said with a faint smile, 
rising to his feet. "Good day, Mr. Worthington." 

 "I still don't understand why you're involving yourself," 
Worthington said quickly, also rising. 

 Magnus heaved a sigh. "Were you furious with your 
grade school when you went on to high school?" he asked. 

 Worthington watched him uncertainly. 

 "I've moved on," Magnus said. "Bigger and better 
things. It's just a donation from an alumni. If you want, toss 
it in the fireplace. I really don't care," he said. "I thought you 
might want some information, a weapon, a juicy tidbit I'd 
been saving for a rainy day. Since I'm not involved anymore, 
I figured you could use it better than I. We White Kings 
must stick together." 

 "Frost will have you killed," Worthington said simply. 

 Magnus laughed, then walked away, his laughter ringing 
in the air behind him. 

 

May 1 

 There were no dark corners in the McDonalds seating 
area, but the two figures huddled in the corner looked like 
they very much wanted to be unnoticed. An empty box of 
french fries was between them, and they ignored the 
suspicious employee that watched them with thin 
disapproval. 
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 “You have enough to eat?” the blonde asked the child 
across the table. Her heart-shaped face was sincere, framed 
in unwashed blonde hair, but her eyes were deep with worry. 

 The kid‟s skin was greenish, lumpy. His inhumanly large 
eyes sagged half shut, and a stocking cap was jammed over 
his almost hairless scalp. He nodded. 

 “Good, cause it‟s time to quit worrying about where 
we‟ve been,” she said decisively. “We gotta come up with a 
plan, and for that, we‟ll need names. I‟ll be Annie, Annie 
Wilson. You can be Arthur. Like the king, okay? Arthur 
Wilson. Do you like it?” Her tone was light, but tension 
pushed the words out. 

 His shoulders shifted with a slight sigh, but he didn‟t 
reply or meet her eyes. She bit her lip and glanced out the 
massive window by the table. “Look,” she said hesitantly. “I 
know things have been tough. But we‟ll figure something 
out. Okay?” She tried on a smile, and the kid ignored her. 

 The door opened; nothing unusual, but her eyes darted 
to movement with the reflexes of a fugitive. The woman who 
walked in moved with assured grace, with a touch of energy 
that nudged her from languid to graceful. She wore pale silk 
against her unblemished skin, and her smile showed teeth as 
she approached. The young woman blinked as the well-
dressed newcomer ignored the employees and the ordering 
counter and came to a stop three meters away. 

 “Hello, Sally.” 

 The young woman gulped and blinked nervously, her 
heart racing. “What? My name is Annie. I don‟t know you.” 

 “You will,” she nodded decisively. “My name is Emma 
Frost, and I‟m here to provide you with that plan you‟re 
looking for.” 

 Sally‟s hands trembled. “How do you know me?” 

 “Right now you‟re trying very hard to be resourceful,” 
Frost replied with a sharp smile. “If you come with me, I‟ll 
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teach you. I‟ll show you how to hone skills that will assure 
that you‟re never in this position again.” 

 “You expect me to just trust you? You walk in here and 
know my name and I‟m supposed to go with you?” Sally 
protested, quaking with fear. 

 “I have an experimental school,” Frost replied. She 
turned her attention to the kid. “Leech, isn‟t it? You‟re 
welcome too. It‟s for people older than you, but I can look 
after you while Sally is learning to use her powers. So when 
her frictionless field pops up around her and she can‟t even 
stand without being careful, you won‟t have to turn her 
powers off for a while. I‟ll teach her how to do it herself. 
Then you can be friends without being co-dependent. And 
there‟s the matter of food, clothing, a modest stipend for 
things teenagers need…” 

 “What‟s in it for you?” Sally dared. 

 “Tax write off,” Frost shrugged. “Besides, there‟s no 
use having an experimental school without any students.” 

 Sally glanced at Leech; the kid shook his head 
vehemently. 

 “No, that‟s final,” Sally said, jutting her chin out. 

 Frost chuckled. “Of course it is. But if you come with 
me, then you can have that life you‟ve always wanted. Have 
children. A house. Marry. And have no fear of doctors 
experimenting on you ever again. Do you want to learn how 
power is gained and used? Or do you want to figure out how 
to get a job as a dishwasher when you can‟t hold things 
without Leech touching you every few hours?” 

 Sally blinked. 

 Frost turned her attention to Leech with a slight smile. 
“I have every console game system that‟s been released in the 
U.S. I also have over two hundred video games. And no one 
has ever played them. Because they are in your room.” 
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 Leech‟s eyes shot unnaturally wide, his mouth went 
slack. 

 “This better not be a trick,” Sally said, sounding lame 
even to her own ears. “And I don‟t want to be called Sally 
ever again. Call me Skids, okay?” 

 “That‟s fine, Skids,” Frost replied with that unsinkable 
smile. “Just fine.” 

 They left together. 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN 

 The car purred up the long driveway towards the 
impressive pile of the Massachusetts Academy. They 
followed the driveway past the front of the building, along 
the side, and then turned into a narrow alley between wings 
of the building. At the end, the chauffeur tapped a 
combination into a keypad on the dashboard, and the back 
of the alley opened to let the car pass into a courtyard in the 
center of the school. 

 He expertly heeled the car around the circle drive by the 
stairs that led up to the double doors. Parking the car, he got 
out. Leech and Skids exchanged a worried look. The 
chauffeur rounded the front of the car and opened Frost‟s 
door. She gracefully rose, and he closed her door as she 
stepped away. He let Skids out, then walked around the back 
of the car to let Leech out. The three of them looked up at 
the dark face of the entrance to the building from the 
courtyard. 

 The black car left the way it came as Frost mounted the 
steps, her new charges in tow. She paused, a flicker of 
amusement in her eye, then she pushed the vast door open 
and entered the school.  

 “You‟re about to meet your classmates,” she said with a 
satisfied smile. 
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 “Any chance we could, you know, clean up first?” Skids 
asked hesitantly. 

 “I‟m afraid not,” Frost smiled, “since you‟re the last to 
arrive. I am eager to get started. You can clean up 
afterwards.” 

 They mounted the curving stair, then followed the 
balcony to a dark, paneled hallway. At the end of the hall was 
a heavy door marked “Headmistress Office.” Frost opened 
it, and ushered them in. 

 “Leech,” she said, “You‟ll stay here. I‟ll be back to get 
you all settled in, alright?” 

 Leech nodded uncertainly. Frost turned and escorted 
Skids back down the stairs and along another corridor. 
Sounds of conversation drifted from the far end. She pushed 
open a door, and entered a recreation room. 

 Conversation stuttered to a halt as the two blonde 
women presented themselves. Animal heads were mounted 
on the wall, and there was a pool table and an air hockey 
table. Two of the walls were lined with books, and there was 
a dartboard on another wall. Comfortable seating was in 
ample supply. 

 Skids felt everyone‟s eyes burning into her, and she 
flushed bright crimson. Frost smiled at the gathering. 

 “Good evening,” she said. “As you all know by now, I 
am Headmistress Frost, but you can call me Headmistress.” 
Her smile was oddly chilling. “Finally assembled here are this 
semester‟s students for our experimental class structure. I 
welcome you all to the Massachusetts Academy. We have a 
lot to learn from each other.” She led Skids over to the rest 
of the group. 

 “Let‟s begin, shall we?” she said. “This fellow is Charles 
Xavier. For purposes of formality, you will call him Lord 
Xavier.” She gestured at a slim bald man with upswept 
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eyebrows. He wore a dark suit, and he was confined to a 
wheelchair. He nodded to them. 

 “Lord Xavier?” a lean teenager asked skeptically, an 
eyebrow cocked. His face was hinting a smile, and his auburn 
hair was a curly mop. 

 “Wait your turn, Rider,” Frost said. “That‟s a point off.” 

 “What?” he said, confused. 

 She ignored him, turning to a slender young woman 
with tumbling chestnut hair that had a white streak in her 
bangs. “This is Marie Saint. You will call her Lady Saint.” 

 “Hey yall,” Saint smiled. 

 “Now it‟s time for introductions so we can choose 
teams,” Frost continued. “Here we have Manuel de la Rocha, 
a charming young man with an empathic talent.” The trim, 
tanned youth bowed sardonically. “Beside him, Roberto da 
Costa, a solar battery channeler.” His smile was bright against 
his dark skin, and he nodded to the others as he crossed his 
muscular arms over his solid chest. “Then we have Richard 
Rider,” she said as she gestured to the lean young man who 
scowled with irritation. “Who has already learned to hold his 
tongue.” 

 She leaned back against the pool table as she continued. 
“The young woman in the corner back there is Maria 
Callasantos, tracker and fighter.” She gestured at a wiry 
teenager covered in tufts and patterns of fur. Her eyes were 
completely disinterested in the proceedings; she squatted by a 
potted fern, bored. 

 “Then Katherine Pryde, who has talents with density 
control and infiltration.” The young woman she pointed out 
looked around nervously; she was pale, thin, her mousy 
brown hair nondescript. “Angelica Jones, microwave energy 
emissions,” Frost continued, nodding to a blonde teenager 
with curled, immaculate red hair and a stylish dress, 
accessorized with heels and matching purse and belt. She 
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smiled hesitantly at the somewhat rougher crowd in the 
room. 
 “Vance Astrovic,” Frost continued. She pointed out a 
skinny teen who had seen some sort of violent action; his 
arm was in a sling and his face was still bruised. His dark, 
unruly hair had been prodded at, and his shirt was dirty. He 
sniffed, a bit sullen. “He is our telekinetic. Finally, tonight‟s 
new addition, Sally Blevins. Though she prefers to be called 
„Skids‟.” Frost smiled indulgently. 

 Then she straightened. “School begins tomorrow, so we 
need to make up for lost time. Xavier and Saint will be the 
team managers.” Frost produced a coin. “Flip for it. Who 
gets the Heroes and who gets the Hellions?” 

 “Heads,” Saint said. Frost flipped the coin, and peered 
at it. 

 “Heads it is,” she noted. 

 “Ah‟ll take th Heroes,” Saint nodded with a brilliant 
smile. 

 “Very well. Xavier, pick your team captain.” 

 “Manuel de la Rocha,” he said quietly. Manuel walked 
over to stand by the wheelchair. 

 “Right,” Saint said absently. “Rider, cmon over heah.” 

 As Rider headed over towards Saint, Frost smiled. 
“Very well. Now. Team captains, choose your teams.” 

 The remaining six teenagers shifted uncomfortably, 
exchanging glances. Manuel tapped his jaw. “Da Costa,” he 
said firmly, and the tousled young man grinned broadly and 
joined the Hellions. 

 “Angel,” Rich said as he sized up Angelica. 

 “Pryde,” Manuel nodded at Katherine. 

 “Skids,” Rich said, pointing. 
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 “Hm.” Manuel looked at Vance and Maria. 
“Callasantos.” 

 “Welcome to the team, Vance,” Rich said wryly. Vance 
trudged over to his new teammates with all the enthusiasm of 
the one chosen last. 

 “Right,” Frost nodded. She glanced at the small watch 
in the jewelry of her bracelet. “It‟s almost midnight, and you 
all will report to the courtyard at precisely six in the morning, 
uniforms and all. So I suggest you don‟t dally. Managers, 
handle your teams.” She smiled, turned, and left. 

 “Cmon, Heroes,” Saint said with a dazzling smile. She 
led them to the exit at one end of the game room. 

 “With me, Hellions,” Xavier said as he headed for the 
exit on the other end of the room. 

 Saint led them up a relatively cramped stairwell. Carpet 
runners were on the steps, and stained glass was at the 
landing. The stairs creaked slightly, in the solid way of 
ancient and sturdy architecture. “Some ground rules,” Saint 
said as she led them up the stairs. “Privacy is at a premium, 
so don‟t you be expectin it. If yall wanna have sex, then you 
can do it as long as the team managers or Frost don‟t see it. 
And if you get pregnant, there ain‟t no amnesty on your 
work. So be careful.” 

 They reached the third floor, and headed down a 
hallway. “No food outside the cafeteria unless Xavier or me 
or Frost gives the okay, and don‟t expect that to happen a 
lot. Put up yer clothes, cause you‟re wearin the school 
uniform during school activities. Pretty much all the time yall 
are on campus.” 

 She opened a heavy door into a dormitory. “Mah room 
is across the hall,” she said, pointing, “an this is where yall 
stay.” One end of the room had two beds built into the wall, 
one over the other. A sizable locker and chest of drawers was 
included for each bunk. The other end of the room was the 
same. In the middle was a table big enough to seat six. There 
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was a small television off to the side, with a big couch facing 
it, and all the windows along one side of the room were 
stained glass but the bay window with a deep windowseat. A 
door off to the side led to a bathroom. The floor was 
hardwood with area carpets. Overall, the room felt slightly 
gloomy and very dignified. 

 “Anybody else wondering what the hell we‟ve gotten 
into?” Rich muttered. 

 “See, we‟re gonna hafta watch that,” Saint said. “We‟ve 
got classes and independent studies, an when you do well, 
the Heroes get points. When you screw up, we lose points. 
Every week, whoever has more points gets to leave campus 
for the weekend and gets a stipend bonus. Thanks to our 
team captain, we‟re a point down before we start,” she said. 
Rather than anger, there was a glimmer of amusement in her 
voice. 

 “Six in the mawnin,” she nodded, “we gather outside. 
Uniforms are on the table. They‟re simple, but don‟t screw 
up puttin them on or it‟s points off. Keep em clean, pressed, 
and presentable. You get two. Now the way things work is in 
the mawnins you do study in fencing, Latin, mathematics, 
combat, an history. In the afternoons, you work on 
homework an independent study an the Test.” 

 “Test?” Angelica asked hesitantly. 

 Saint smiled to herself. “It‟s late an yall got a big day 
tamarrah. Get some sleep, I‟ll wake you up in five hours.” 

 “Lady Saint Ma‟am,” Rich said, standing at attention. 
“Is it points off if we mutter „Evil stuck up sadists‟ under our 
breath, ma‟am?” 

 “Only if we hear you,” she smiled. “G‟night sugah, I 
gotta get my beauty sleep.” She nodded to them, and left the 
room, drawing the door shut behind her. 

 The four Heroes glanced uneasily at each other, now 
that they were alone. 
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 “Cue tumbleweed,” Skids said with a nervous smile. 
“Scuse me.” She headed over to the bathroom, let herself in, 
and was delighted to see the big solid tub/shower assembly. 
She closed and locked the door, then finally let out a deep 
sigh of relief as she turned on the water. 

 

 “Well, obviously the first thing we have to do is figure 
out how to rig a curtain or something,” Angelica said, 
planting her hands on her hips as she regarded the room. “I 
can‟t believe they put us all in here together.” She looked 
disapprovingly at the boys. A faint blush stained Vance‟s face 
as he averted his eyes and tried not to look excited. Rich 
squinted up at the paneling. 

 “Not gonna be easy,” he said. 

 “I get the feeling nothing is going to be easy here,” she 
replied with a small sigh. 

 “If it makes you feel any better,” Rich said, “we have to 
share a bathroom with a bunch of girls.” He smiled broadly, 
and she couldn‟t help but smile in return. “Now, I think we 
better get to bed. Anybody see an alarm clock anywhere?” 

 

May 2 

 It seemed like minutes later when the alarm went off. 
It‟s strident „meedee dee deep‟ beep tone startled Angelica, 
and she staggered out of bed with a tee shirt and panties on. 
Stumbling gracelessly across the room, she picked the clock 
up and blearily peered at it. She pushed at buttons, but it 
wouldn‟t stop. Setting her jaw and clenching her forehead, 
she stumbled over to Rich‟s bunk and tossed it up to him. 

 “Here you go, Captain my Captain,” she muttered. She 
shuffled to the bathroom, and locked the door behind 
herself. 
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 Rich groggily stirred, blinking gummily at the chirruping 
clock. He held it in one hand; five oh three a.m. His brow 
contracted, and he swatted the clock. The casing crumpled 
like a stomped-on pop can, spraying bits of plastic in his 
bunk. He tossed it off the bunk to clatter down on the floor. 

 “Nuther five minutes, mom,” he muttered. Then he was 
asleep. 

* 

 The door to the suite opened, and Saint peeked in. 
Angelica slumped at the table in her uniform, her eyes tired, a 
cup of coffee gripped in one hand.  

 “Ah see yeu found the Mr. Coffee,” Saint said. 

 “Yes, thank you,” Angelica replied dully. 

 “Nobody else awake?” 

 Angelica sipped her coffee. “What time is it?” 

 “Gotta be on the field in five minutes,” Saint said, 
stepping into the room. She looked striking in her black and 
yellow jumpsuit, complete with combat boots and gloves. 
She wore a yellow scarf around her neck. With her hair 
pulled back, the strength and grace of her features were even 
more evident. Her green eyes were bright with amusement. 
“Time to rouse the troops.” 

 She raised her hand, revealing a metal ruler. “Been in 
the freezer,” she added with a conspiratorial whisper and a 
wink. She walked over to where Rich snored, and slipped it 
under his blanket. 

 “Jesus!” he yelped, popping up in the bed. He stared 
around wildly, fixing on Saint. “That‟s frikkin cold!” 

 “Now you lissen heah,” she said, eyes narrow and voice 
hard. “Five minutes till yalls on the field, and you bettuh not 
be late! Captain! Get them up an movin!” 

 “Crap,” he muttered as the situation sank in. He sprang 
out of bed, snatching Vance‟s blankets and tossing them out 
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on the floor. “Come on, people, move move move! Or we‟ll 
be mucking stables or sanding her majesty‟s corns this 
weekend, and the slime ball Hellions will be eating our steak 
in town! Come on!” 

* 

 Six o‟clock was a dank, chilly, cheerless time in the 
courtyard. As the door that led up to the Headmistress‟s lair 
opened, five figures stood in a line on the left, and five more 
were just finishing scrambling into position on the right. 

 “Heroes are late,” she noted, her voice clear and sharp 
in the cold air. “Three points off.” She strode down the 
stairs, her tread assured in her high heels. “Good work, 
Hellions,” she noted. 

 They wore black and red jumpsuits that tightly fit their 
forms. Tall boots and gloves completed the outfit, along with 
a heavy leather belt. The four Hellions stood at attention, and 
Xavier was parked behind them. 

 Frost turned to regard the Heroes. Their outfits were 
the same, except with yellow highlights instead of red. 
Except for Skids, who shivered miserably in sweat pants and 
a tee shirt. Frost narrowed her eyes and frowned. 

“Maybe you don‟t understand the uniform 
concept,” she said to Skids. 

“I‟m so sorry,” Skids said, her teeth chattering. “I 
need Leech‟s help. Can‟t dress with the field on.” 

“Go to my office,” Frost gritted out. “Point off the 
Heroes.” Rich heroically bit his tongue and said nothing at 
all, contenting himself to glare at Frost. Skids slunk away and 
delicately managed the stairs, the frictionless field around her 
making steps difficult. 

“Earrings not allowed,” Frost continued, sniffing at 
Angelica, who turned crimson. “Hair is a mess,” she said to 
Vance, who did not disguise the resentment in his reddened 
eyes. She stopped in front of Rich. “Captains are supposed to 
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set the example,” she said quietly, disappointment in her tone 
and malice in her eyes. “No gloves? Why aren‟t you wearing 
gloves, captain?” 

 “They didn‟t fit, Headmistress,” he said, looking straight 
ahead. 

 “Why is it,” she murmured, “that of all the people here 
you are the only one who had gloves that didn‟t fit?” 

 “How should I know?” he asked, blushing. 

 “Headmistress,” she corrected. 

 “Headmistress,” he added. 

 “That‟s impertinent,” she sighed. “You will bring me 
these gloves that do not fit. If I find that they do, then we‟ll 
have a talk about honesty. And you won‟t like it,” she assured 
him. “We‟ll start with three points off just for the gloves. 
Saint?” 

 “Eight total, Headmistress,” Saint supplied helpfully. 

 “Right,” Frost murmured as she turned to face the 
Hellions. She slowly walked along their line. Even 
Callasantos had tucked all her fur into the suit. All of them 
wore the uniform, and wore it correctly. All of them had 
combed hair, still wet from showering. They tried not to 
shiver in the cold air. Manuel looked smug. 

 “Good showing,” Frost said, raising an eyebrow as she 
looked back at Xavier. “Now, on to today‟s business. After 
calisthenics, you‟ll have breakfast in the Commons. Then a 
half hour to prepare for inspections and get ready for your 
first classes. After Inspection, classes start at eight and go for 
fifty five minutes each. Mathematics, then Fencing at nine, 
History at ten, and Combat at eleven. Every afternoon you 
will do your homework, study Latin, round out your 
education with independent study, get physically fit, and 
prepare for your Weekly Test.” 
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 She mounted a few stairs and turned back to regard the 
eight students. “At the end of each week, you will be given a 
test in each subject. Passing the test gets a point for the team, 
a perfect score gets two points. Failure subtracts a point. 
Also, on Friday afternoon you will take a test that you 
construct over the course of the week as a team effort.” 

 Her lips curved in a smile. “Every week, you will 
construct fifty questions for a test on knowledge about the 
world in general, as well as a study guide to go with it. Not 
only will your answers on this test be graded, but the quality 
and difficulty of the test itself will be graded as well. At the 
end of the semester, you will take a test that is the 
compilation of all the Weekly Tests on both sides. You have 
to learn this information, not just cram it. Tests should 
increase the students‟ knowledge of the real world and how it 
works. Trivia is not welcome.” She paused. 

 “Direct questions to your managers,” she said, looking 
over the students. “This afternoon I‟ll be calling you into my 
office one by one for entrance interviews and a check to see 
how things are going.” She smiled at them again. “See you 
then.” 

 “Okay,” Saint said, slapping her hands together and 
stepping between the teams. “Now we gonna do some 
stretches, some laps, some shoot the cannons, some push 
ups, some sit ups; it‟ll be a grand old time!” She grinned. 

 No one else did. 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN 

 “It‟s not so bad,” Rich sighed. “We‟re only eight points 
down. Even if we don‟t win this week, we can come from 
behind and whip em next week.” He prodded at his food. “I 
sort of expected ham and eggs,” he said to his oatmeal. 

 Saint walked over to their table, leaving the dais where 
the managers and Headmistress ate. “Lissen up, yall,” she 
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said. “We had a miserable showing this mawnin, and I‟ll have 
to tell the Headmistress about th clock, which will take us to 
nine points down in twelve hours. So let‟s suck it up, see if 
we can‟t angle this nose dive. Xavier thinks mothering his 
little goose-steppers is gonna make them whip us. I tol him 
that free-range students would do better on their own 
initiative. An right now he‟s havin a good chuckle at our 
expense. You gonna let that stand?” she asked, arching an 
eyebrow. 

 “Of course not,” Rich said without enthusiasm. 

 “Then you better tidy your place up, because I‟m goin 
ta inspect the Hellions after breakfast, an Xavier is comin ta 
inspect you!” She turned, and stepped back up to the staff 
table while the four Heroes exchanged a long look. 

 “I‟m not cleaning up the stuff all over the bathroom,” 
Vance said suddenly, staring at the table. 

 “Maybe you could wash up and comb your hair,” 
Angelica replied, stung. 

 “You can talk!” Rich noted. “Okay people, forget 
breakfast. This stuff is nasty anyway. We better go get 
cleaned up before class.” 

 Across the room, a disturbance caught their attention. 
Pryde stood, stepping away from the table, fists clenched at 
her sides, furious. Roberto smiled broadly, and Manuel 
gestured at her. 

 “You are not angry,” he murmured in a low voice. 
“Only tired.” His smile was sharp, predatory. She sagged 
slightly. “Sit down,” he said. “There‟s no point anyway.” 

 She managed a pleading look toward the Heroes before 
she sat back down at the table, and Roberto put his arm 
around her. 

 Maria crunched through a chicken bone with her teeth, 
and smiled at them. 
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* 

 Skids slumped in the chair, dejected, waiting for Frost 
to return. The side door opened, and a small head peeked in. 
Skids brightened at once, and tears pushed against the back 
of her eyes.  

 “Leech,” she said, relieved. “Everything okay?” 

 He nodded decisively with a grin. Charging, he touched 
her field and it slid away. He gave her an enthusiastic hug, his 
little arms surprisingly strong as he embraced her. 

 “I‟m so glad you‟re happy, kid,” she said with a grin, 
eyes filling with tears. The door opened, and Frost walked in. 

 “I see you two have sorted things out,” she said, 
amused. Leech nodded, grinning. Skids tried not to look 
sullen as she avoided Frost‟s eyes. She failed. 

 “Please excuse us, Leech, we‟ve got to have a 
conversation.” Frost shooed him out, closing the door 
behind him. She sat at the desk, its spacious surface 
separating them. “Sally,” she said sharply, “you came here to 
learn to control your powers. Today proved how necessary it 
is.” 

 “It‟s not like I can turn it off. It‟s not like I want to be a 
burden to the team. And when we get to studying,” she said, 
tears rolling out of her eyes, “it‟ll get worse. I dropped out in 
the second grade. I can‟t study. I don‟t know anything. I‟m—
I‟m gonna—f-fail,” she said, a sob catching in her chest. 

 “Maybe,” Frost conceded. “But if you do, it will be for 
lack of trying. I didn‟t call you up here to scold you. You‟re 
going to miss the first day of classes because you and I have 
some work to do.” 

 “W-work?” Skids sniffed. 

 The door behind her opened, and Saint joined them. 
“Ah hope Ah‟m not late,” she said. 



 

   141 

 “We were just ready to start,” Frost nodded. “Now, 
we‟re going to work on helping Skids control her power. 
Skids, you know Marie Saint. She can steal the powers of 
others. So first let‟s turn your field back on, shall we?” She 
smiled. 

 “I‟ll try,” Skids said hesitantly. She focused, held her 
breath and pushed against the pressure. She felt a trickle of 
raw fear streak through her blood, and the field oozed 
around her. She looked questioningly at Frost. 

 “Hope you didn‟t mind the extra jolt of fear,” Frost 
said. “I thought I‟d be helpful.” 

 “Awlraht, sugar,” Saint said with a deliberate drawl. 
“This won‟t hurt a bit.” She touched the field, and it rippled 
under her fingertips. Skids felt a cold drain, and the room 
rocked slightly as the ripples spread from Saint‟s touch. The 
field faltered, shrank. Saint let go, and a field glimmered 
around her. 

 “Wow,” Skids said, truly in awe. 

 Saint relaxed, and Frost closed her eyes. Saint flinched 
slightly, and blinked rapidly a few times. Then the field began 
to shrink. Abruptly, it vanished. Saint smiled, and popped it 
back on. 

 Shocked, Skids could only stare. 

 “Ah see it,” Saint nodded. “How you done it.” She 
smiled broadly. “Okay, Skids,” she said. “The Headmistress 
and Ah have worked a lot together. When Ah took your 
field, she came in and saw how it worked in mah mind. Now 
she can show you.” 

 “I use Saint as a baseline,” Frost clarified. “She takes on 
powers, and I see how they work. I know what‟s new, having 
familiarized myself with her usual background.” Frost smiled. 
“Relax.” 

 Skids felt her eyes roll back. She felt herself sensitive, 
unnaturally sensitive. And she felt the inside of her mind, of 
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the brain in her skull. As though a hand was over hers, 
guiding her to a lightswitch, she felt a part of her mind flex 
that was unaccustomed to flexing. 

 And when she opened her eyes, the field was gone. 

 “Turn it back on,” Frost said with a peculiar hungry 
smile. 

 Breath trembling, Skids closed her eyes. Remembered. 
Followed the trail. 

 Touched something she never knew she had. 

 She didn‟t need to open her eyes to feel the slick field 
that separated her from the chair she sat on. Her eyes were 
full of wonder as she opened them. 

 “I can‟t believe it,” she breathed, choked up with 
gratitude. 

 “You are a long way from control,” Frost said calmly. 
“And maybe your field can be taught to do things besides 
hug you. The point is, we‟ve got a start, and you‟re closer to 
that normal life than you‟ve ever been before. Maybe you can 
start being friends with Leech without needing him, so he 
can know that your love is what you‟re offering as a gift 
instead of a payment for services rendered.” 

 “We can work on control later,” Saint said. “Gotta go.” 
She rose and left Skids and Frost alone. 

 “It will be hard,” Frost said softly. “The hardest thing 
you‟ve ever done in your life. But if you dedicate yourself, 
you can become a force to be reckoned with. I will show you 
the way.” 

 “Thank you, Headmistress,” Skids choked. 

 Frost‟s smile was almost curious. 

 “Please,” Skids asked. “Now that… now that I might be 
able to control this field. Can… can I ask you a favor? I 
know you‟ve already done so much for me,” she hurried on, 
“but I want to ask one more thing. Could you watch over 
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Leech? He‟s gonna have a hard life, and I kept him with me 
to look out for him. But… but I might not be able to give 
him what a sweet kid like him deserves. So will you watch 
over him? Make sure he has a good life?” A deadly 
earnestness glinted in her eyes. 

 Frost stood, her back to Skids. She stalked to the 
window and looked out. “I can‟t believe you‟d even ask me 
that,” she said in a low, hard voice. 

 “But I am,” Skids said. “Please. You have so much to 
offer him.” 

 There was a strange glitter in Frost‟s eyes as she faced 
Skids again. “You don‟t even know me.” 

 “I know you are kind, underneath it all,” Skids said, 
“and you really do want to help us.” She gestured aimlessly. 
“You don‟t have to tell me, you don‟t answer to me. Just, 
please. Look after Leech?” 

 “You are dismissed,” Frost said, her voice strangely 
unfocused, her eyes faintly puzzled. 

 Skids ducked her head and left. 

 Frost turned her gaze through the window, but didn‟t 
see anything at all. 

* 

 Vance stepped out of the bathroom, his hair awkwardly 
combed. Angelica sighed. 

 “Needs work,” she said. 

 “I just have one arm to work with here,” Vance 
snapped, gesturing at the plastic brace that encased his other 
arm. 

 “Let me help,” she replied. She took the comb, 
smoothed his hair down, and neatly parted it. “There. 
Painless,” she said. 
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 “Thanks,” he muttered. “Look. About what I said. 
About the bathroom.” 

 “Forget it,” she said with a small smile. “We‟re all kind 
of tightly wound here. I think the Headmistress likes it that 
way.” 

 “Yeah,” Vance said, smiling with relief. “I think she 
does.” Angelica noted how his whole face changed when he 
smiled. She realized she had never seen him smile before. 

 The door popped open, and Rich darted in. “Xavier‟s 
coming,” he said quickly. He glanced around the room, 
absently pulling at the collar of the jumpsuit. “I‟ll be damned 
if this isn‟t as tidy as we can make it. Okay, people, line up in 
front of the window. Where the hell is Skids?” 

 “Still getting the big chew from the Headmistress,” 
Vance said sourly. 

 “Well, we better not get points off for that,” Rich 
growled. Then the door swung open, and Xavier‟s wheelchair 
carried him in. 

 “Good morning, Heroes,” he said quietly, glancing 
around the room. “Looks tidy enough. Once a week or so I 
check to see that the toilet is clean and the vacuuming has 
been done, but I‟m not going to be a daily stickler. No need. 
You all have gotten yourself in a deep enough hole as it is,” 
he smiled, “and the Lady Saint is going to be the picky one 
when it comes to housecleaning. For this semester, anyway.” 
He eyed them. “She‟s teaching Math and Combat, but I‟ll be 
teaching Fencing and History. I look forward to seeing you 
there.” He took a last look around. 

 “Lord Xavier,” Rich said. “You‟ll teach fencing?” 
Curiosity sparked in his eyes. 

 “Of course,” Xavier said. “I had an excellent classical 
education.” He rose from the wheelchair, accompanied by 
the faint whining of braces on his legs. He smiled. “You‟re 
going to have to learn to assume less and watch more.” 
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 “Thank you, Lord Xavier,” Rich said, flushing. 

 “Vance, come with me,” Xavier said. “Lady Saint has 
the first class, so let‟s have the doctor look over that arm of 
yours before we make decisions about how physical you can 
be.” 

 “Yes, sir,” Vance said, tossing them a panicked glance 
before joining the manager. Xavier chuckled, wheeling his 
chair out of the suite and down the hall. 

 “He gives me the creeps,” Angelica muttered, looking 
after him. “Did you see those eyebrows?” She shook her 
head. “I‟m not very good at math,” she admitted, biting her 
lip. 

 “We are so screwed,” Rich sighed… 

* 

 Xavier was back in his wheelchair. Vance followed him 
into the trim clinic at the end of the hall from the 
Headmistress‟s office. 

 “I have to save my strength,” Xavier confided to Vance. 
“It is draining using my walking apparatus. I need to be 
rested so I can teach effectively for the fencing class. Truth 
be told, I‟m still a bit clumsy,” he said with a small smile. 

 “Great,” nodded Vance, shivering slightly. 

 The room was fairly sizable, with three beds on one end 
and a laboratory at the other. A man with stooped shoulders 
hunched over a microscope at the other end of the room. He 
was draped in a white lab coat. 

 “Be right with you,” he said in a low, pleasant voice. He 
straightened, turning. “Ah, Vance Astrovik. I can take it from 
here, Lord Xavier,” he said with a smile. His face was pale, 
but strongly featured. He picked up a manila envelope and 
approached. 

 “Good luck,” Xavier smiled, and he wheeled away. The 
door closed behind him. 
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 “I bet right about now you envy Alice and her 
whimsical Wonderland,” the doctor said with a crooked 
smile. “Have a seat on the bed here.” He opened the 
envelope and pulled out the x-rays. “Okay. I see here what‟s 
been done for you already. A quick checkup and we‟ll see 
how much physical activity you‟re ready for.” 

 He glanced at Vance sideways through the screen of his 
lank, unkempt dark hair. “Don‟t worry,” he said with a small 
smile, “you don‟t have to say a word. If it bothers you that I 
talk, just let me know. Now. Stretch your arm out over the 
table. I‟m going to take another x-ray and see how we‟re 
doing.” Vance complied, and the doctor stepped out of the 
room. There was a faint buzz click, and he returned. 

 “You are a lucky fellow. I know the Headmistress isn‟t 
making it easy for you all, but it could be a lot worse. Right 
before you got here, Lord Wyngarde left. He was going to be 
your manager. In a pinch, the Headmistress called in Saint. 
Now, I don‟t know why Wyngarde left,” the doctor said with 
a faint but genuine smile, “but I am certainly glad Saint 
came.” He shook his head. “Fine woman.” 

 “Who else is here?” Vance asked. “This is a big 
building.” 

 “Sure is,” the doctor nodded. “The Academy is a real 
institution, accredited and everything. And there are close to 
two hundred and fifty other students here. But this courtyard 
is sealed off so they can‟t get here, and it is reserved for 
special education kids. Not like learning disabilities, more like 
normality disabilities.” He chuckled. “I should write a paper. 
Be famous.” 

 “So why are you here?” Vance asked, emboldened. 
“Why not get a job with regular doctors and regular 
patients?” 

 The doctor sighed. “Because I‟m dying, and I have a 
rare blood disease,” he said. “I‟m not contagious. But I need 
funding to continue my research, to get materials and time 
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and equipment. To find a cure before it‟s too late. Frost 
equipped my lab, and in exchange I look after you.” His 
smile deepened. 

 Vance‟s eyes widened. “You mean we‟re distracting you 
from finding a cure?” 

 “Not really,” the doctor shrugged. “There‟s no point to 
living longer if you aren‟t doing any living, right? I look 
forward to getting to know all of you, eventually. Keep me 
grounded. If nothing else, have somebody remember me 
when I die.” He shrugged. “I‟ll talk to Frost before 
tomorrow morning. In the meantime, you‟re sidelined for 
morning exercises, fencing, and combat.” He grinned. 
“Breaks your heart, I know.” 

 “What‟s your name?” Vance asked, curious. 

 “Heh. Look at me forget my manners,” the doctor said, 
extending his hand. “Michael Morbius. Pleased to meet you.” 

 They shook hands. 

* 

 “I could eventually learn to like this place,” Rich said, 
picking up the big floppy slice of pizza and digging in. 

 “Shoot me,” Skids muttered, head down on the table. 

 “Fencing is going to be neat,” Angelica said, eyes bright. 
“I don‟t like the combat, though.” 

 “And how about the math?” Vance sighed. 

 Rich shook his head. “Of course it‟s tough,” he said. “But 
we can do it. Because if we don‟t, those snots are going to 
win,” he nodded towards the Hellion table. 

 Saint approached their table. “Rich, you meet with Frost 
at one o‟clock. Vance, at two. Angelica, at three. Skids, at 
four. Supper is at five. The Hellions are on the half hours.” 
She smiled brightly. “Start on your homework and Latin 
during the down time. If you want to spar, exercise, or fence, 
the gym is open.” She returned to the dais. 
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 “Shoot me now,” Skids clarified, unmoved. 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN 

 “Enter,” Frost said clearly in response to the knock. 
The door opened, and Rich stepped in, glancing around. 

 “Nice office,” he said. 

 “Sit,” she replied with a gesture to the chair. Rich 
uneasily lowered himself into the chair, eyes still moving 
around rapidly. He absently tugged at his collar. 

 “Stop fidgeting,” she said sharply. 

 “Sorry, this thing is itchy,” he said defensively. 

 “Headmistress,” she supplied. 

 “Headmistress,” he sighed. 

 “Gloves?” she asked sharply. 

 “Sorry,” he sighed. “I was in a rush. They were Skids‟s 
gloves.” 

 “Very well,” she smiled, “I‟ll content myself with one 
more point off.” 

 He said nothing, glowering at her. 

 “You have an attitude problem,” she said simply. “One 
of the reasons I brought you here is because you are 
incredibly strong and you can fly and shrug off bullets. But 
that does you no good unless you develop a knack for how 
to use it to get what you want. Right now you don‟t know 
what you want, much less how to get it. And as long as you 
can‟t bring yourself to respect authority, that won‟t change.” 

 Rich tightened his jaw. “Look, lady, I appreciate the 
education you‟re offering me here. I‟m doing my best. But I 
think you‟ve singled me out, and I don‟t like it.” 

 “Of course I‟ve singled you out,” she said. “You‟re 
strong, and if you accept my teaching you could be powerful 
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as well. But right now? You‟re gullible and easily 
manipulated.” 

 “Yeah?” he snapped. 

 Her smile was cold. “Oh yes. You decided to come here 
on your own, didn‟t you. After that incident where you killed 
those muggers in the alley while you were walking your date 
home. Didn‟t know your own strength. And you realized you 
were dangerous. You realized it was only a matter of time 
before you slipped up. That‟s when you called me.” 

 “How did you know that,” he whispered through 
nerveless lips. “I didn‟t tell anybody that.” 

 She shrugged with an inaudible chuckle. “You were 
being stubborn, confident in your powers. So I arranged the 
incident to show you the truth.” 

 Rich was very silent, painfully motionless as his eyes 
bored into the Headmistress. She was not in the least 
discomfited. 

 “It gets better,” she smiled, catlike. “Those weren‟t 
muggers. Manuel and Roberto were disguised by a former 
colleague of mine. You thought you hit and killed them, yet 
here they are.” Triumph radiated from her in cold waves. 
“You ran right to me. Simple.” 

 “You tricked me,” Rich growled. 

 “And then some,” she shrugged. “But that makes my 
point, not yours. I didn‟t wrong you. You are gullible. For 
someone of your power, that‟s dangerous. I brought you here 
to teach you how to be alert for manipulation. To teach you 
how to get what you want without punching anyone. You 
have a choice,” she said, planting her hands on the desk and 
rising to gaze into his eyes. 

 “You can be angry that you were tricked. Storm off, or 
lounge around and be sullen and bitter. Maybe punch those 
punks to death, to get even. That‟s the stupid choice. The 
smart choice is to accept your hazing as the first lesson of 



 

150 

your education here. You need to be less vulnerable. Don‟t 
pound the boys; outsmart them. I can teach you how to 
make and avoid simple traps. You want to resent me, that‟s 
fine. But use that resentment. Don‟t let it eat you. Let it push 
you. Be better than I am. Beat me at my own game. When 
you can do that, then you‟ve graduated.” She smiled, cold 
and unamused. 

 Rich found breathing difficult. “Why do you care about 
me?” he growled. 

 Her smile showed teeth. “I‟ll tell you when you‟re 
skilled enough to compel me to,” she purred. 

* 

 Rich heaved a deep sigh as he trudged into the suite. 
“Damn,” he muttered. “I hate Frost.” He unzipped his 
jumpsuit, shrugging his arms clear, and peeled off his shirt. 
He tossed it up on his bunk, then hung his head. He pulled 
the shirt down and dropped it in a hamper, shaking his head. 
“We‟re getting to be like trained monkeys, and it hasn‟t even 
been a full day yet,” he grumbled. 

 He heard Vance gasp, and he turned. Vance stared at 
him, pale. “What‟s the matter?” Rich asked, concerned. “You 
look like you‟ve seen a ghost.” 

 “Your shoulder,” Vance managed. “On your left 
shoulderblade.” 

 “Yeah?” Rich said. “It‟s a funky birthmark. Don‟t freak 
out.” He saw Angelica sitting at the table, also pale, eyes 
wide. “What?” he protested. 

 Vance stood, and with some difficulty managed to undo 
his jumpsuit and shrug clear, then shift his shirt off. He 
turned his back to them. On his shoulderblade was a tattoo, 
or oddly neat birthmark, of three interlocked circles. Rich 
stared. “That looks just like mine,” he said faintly. 
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 Angelica pulled her shirt off, revealing her sports bra. 
She turned her back; a smaller copy of the same wavering 
interlocking three circles was on her shoulder. 

 Silence hung in the air. 

 “This is too weird,” Vance breathed. 

 The door opened, and Skids dragged in. Suddenly alert, 
she looked up. “What‟s going on?” she asked hesitantly. 

 “Do you have one of these?” Rich asked, turning his 
back to show the circles. 

 Skids gasped. 

 “Okay,” Rich muttered, “what the hell is going on?” 

 

May 6 

 “This is it,” the old woman murmured. “This weekend 
will see the destruction of the Project.” 

 “Banner?” Garrett asked, frustrated, interested in spite 
of himself. He fired up a cigarette. 

 She slowly shook her head. “He is merely the key,” she 
said. “He will move the simple tumblers that control the 
simple bolt that keeps the entire door shut.” 

 “Riddles,” Garrett spat. “I have work to do. If anything 
more concrete shows up in the magic 8 ball, have me paged.” 
He left, striding fast and grumbling to himself. 

 He reached the com station. Punched in a code. 

 Messages, purred a confident voice. One message. Hunter. 

 Garrett nodded, punched the button. Garrett, this is 
Hunter, growled a dark, menacing voice. I have a bead on 
Banner. I will take him tonight. He’s in New York, right under our 
noses. I will slay him. 

 Garrett smiled. “You do that,” he muttered at the 
message. 
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 In his head, a cybernetic link flickered. “Sir,” the 
operator said, “We have a call from General Ross.” 

 “I told you not to use this link unless it was an 
emergency,” Garrett silently growled into the comlink. 
“Route him to Station 863.” 

 The phone warbled, and he picked it up as he shut off 
the internal link. “General Ross,” he said with a smile. 
“Calling about the exosuits?” 

 “I‟ve waited long enough,” the man on the other end 
said sharply. “Are they ready?” 

 “We‟ve been putting them through the final tests. Better 
to blow up our test pilots than yours, am I right? I was going 
to put them through some live fire in a test with some rebels 
at our African site. But if you need them now, then they‟re all 
yours. We‟ve got four put together. Ideal for urban 
pacification.” 

 “That‟ll have to do,” the general growled. “Set it up 
through the usual channels.” 

 Garrett smiled as he hung up. Then his smile faded. He 
picked up the phone and dialed several numbers successively, 
unable to get a response. 

 “Where the hell are you, Darkholme?” he grunted at the 
unhelpful station. Then he sighed, flicking through his 
memory for another number. 

 “This is Garrett, code three alpha zeta four five nine 
tango whisky eight,” he said. The code confirmed, and the 
call rang through. 

 “Sir, this is Garrett,” he said. “Just checking in. 
Darkholme has left me in charge while she trains an agent 
intensively, and I have intelligence that indicates we may be 
in some danger. Just wanted to give you the heads up for 
damage control. In case we fall apart. Sorry to be negative, 
but I felt it was my duty to be honest. Yes, sir. I understand, 
sir.” He hung up. Heaved a deep sigh. 
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 Then he turned to see the frail old woman in the 
doorway behind him. Her blind eyes were hidden by 
sunglasses. 

 “What happened to protective custody?” he asked 
slowly. 

 “Doesn‟t matter,” she replied. “I thought I‟d enjoy my 
last two days. Before I die.” 

 Her unshaken calm was unnerving to Garrett. “I guess 
we all had better,” he said. 

 “Do you want to know how you—” 

 “No,” Garrett replied quickly. “No. Just… no. I don‟t 
believe in fate.” 

 She just nodded sadly. Sympathetically. 

* 

 “As I am certain you are well aware,” Xavier said 
evenly, “the Heroes and Hellions are pretty close point wise. 
Heroes, twenty eight; Hellions, thirty three. So this test does 
matter. The Heroes got four, and the Hellions got three. So 
that puts it at thirty two and thirty six.” He smiled. “I‟m 
looking forward to seeing your first Weekly Tests,” he said. 
“Class dismissed. 

 The eight students filed out of the classroom and 
headed for the locker room. Manuel stormed up behind 
Angelica and snatched at her arm. “Lying wretch,” he spat. 

 Rich was between them, peeling Manuel away 
effortlessly. He smiled, amusement in his eyes, and a promise 
of something darker. “Something wrong with the homework 
you stole and copied and returned, Manuel? Maybe some of 
the math problems had a few errors?” 

 “You were behind this?” Manuel snapped. 

 “No, you were,” Rich replied. “We didn‟t ask you to 
steal Angel‟s homework and copy the answers. But we knew 
you would. So if you want to suggest that we made you look 
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like an idiot, then you‟re right. Just be glad we didn‟t make 
you look like a cheat too. That might be next. Consider this a 
warning. Stay away from our work,” Rich said, no longer 
amused. 

 Manuel trembled with rage. “This is not the smart thing 
for you to do. Enraging a de la Rocha is very dangerous, as 
countless gringos like yourself have discovered in the past. 
Your days are numbered,” he snarled, and he spun on his 
heel. “Roberto, let‟s go.” 

 “But, Combat class—” Roberto protested. 

 “We are sick. We must visit Morbius,” Manuel snapped, 
not slowing. Roberto glanced at them again, then took off 
after his team captain. 

 “Are you sure that was a good idea?” Angelica asked, 
nervous. “He looked really mad.” 

 “Right,” Rich nodded. “Exactly. And he‟s already made 
a mistake. He and Roberto are missing Combat class; two 
points off right there. And all his wrong answers on his Math 
work got us another point closer to tying it up. That narrows 
us from being four points behind to only two. If we kick butt 
in class and at least tie them up on the Weekly Test, we win.” 
He grinned broadly. 

 “I don‟t know,” Angelica murmured, shaking her head. 
“Seems risky.” 

 “Yes,” Rich agreed decisively. “It is risky. But I want to 
win, after starting out ten points down.” 

 Then they entered the locker room, with the men‟s 
lockers down one side and the women‟s lockers down the 
other. A waist high wall divided the areas. 

 “Hey,” Vance said over the wall as Pryde shrugged out 
of her jumpsuit. She turned to look at him, her eyes narrow. 
“I was just wondering,” he went on, his mouth dry. “Do you 
have a mark? Like this? On your shoulder?” He turned his 
back to her. 
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 “No,” she said. She paused, curious. “But Roberto 
does.” 

 “Really?” Rich said, stepping forward. “How about 
Manuel?” 

 “No,” she said. She turned and looked at Maria. “Do 
you? Under the fur?” 

 Maria ignored them, slamming her locker. Her fur was 
rumpled after being stuffed in the jumpsuit. Worls and tufts 
pushed away from her skin around the sports bra and athletic 
shorts she wore. 

 “What does it mean?” Pryde asked, leaning against the 
wall. 

 “We don‟t know,” Vance said. “But we‟d sure like to. 

 “Hey,” she said to Rich. “Where‟s Manuel and 
Roberto?” 

 “They got mad, went off to console each other,” Rich 
said with a toothy grin. 

 “If only,” Pryde sighed, turning her back to them, and 
Rich immediately regretted his flipness. 

 Changed, they all filed out of the dressing room to the 
open gym floor. Saint was waiting for them, dressed in 
athletic shorts and a sports bra, her hair up in a ponytail. 
Every inch of her was toned, fit, and lithe. She smiled a big, 
dazzling smile at them as they lined up. 

 “We‟ze missen some boys,” she said. 

 “Sick,” Rich said laconically. “They reported to Dr. 
Morbius, Lady Saint.” 

 “Did they,” she said, her grin undented. “Well, that‟s a 
damn shame. Two points off the Hellions. That puts the 
Hellions at thirty four, only a two point lead. Let‟s see what 
yall can manage to do t‟day.” 
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 She quickly gestured. “Okay kids. Torso touch three 
step combat. Pair off. Rich and Vance, Maria and Angelica, 
Pryde and Skids. Pair off, bow and open, and go when yall 
feel ready. Not graded on victory, but on form.” 

 They paired off, bowed while clapping a fist into an 
open palm, then readied themselves an arm length away. 
Then, one made a move that the other countered; a pause, 
then another move and counter, then another. Then they 
reset. 

 Saint walked past Rich and Vance. “Good, good, keep it 
under control, Rich. Remember that you can‟t always use 
brute strength; gotta be quick without it. Vance, keep your 
hands at your sides and use your telekinetics to counter him 
instead. Good.” 

 She walked to the next pair. She watched a couple 
exchanges critically as the nervous couple sweat under the 
scrutiny. “Careful, Maria,” Saint admonished. “Yer likely ta 
hurt the poor gal. She ain‟t so tough as you.” Indeed, 
Angelica was already bruising from where Maria‟s careless 
power slammed into her. She bit back her pain and went on, 
determined and unhappy. 

 Saint strolled on to the next pair. She watched Pryde 
strike, her fist darting through Skids‟s body altogether. Skids 
moved to block, and Pryde‟s arm went through hers. 

 “This is pointless,” Skids pointed out helpfully. 

 “Okay girls,” Saint said firmly. “Powers off.” 

 After five minutes, she blew her whistle curtly. “Okay,” 
she said. “Boys to the sideline. Time for some girl power.” 
She smiled mischievously. Then she stopped and turned, 
looking up to the balcony. “Headmistress and Lord Xavier! 
Glad you could come and observe.” 

 “Just keeping an eye on how they‟re doing,” Frost said, 
settling against the railing to peer down with interest. 
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Xavier‟s expression was grim, as though he had just heard 
news that didn‟t sit well with him. 

 Angelica, Maria, Pryde, and Skids stood uncomfortable 
on the mat. Saint returned her attention to the girls. 

 “Now,” she said. “We gonna play a game of torso 
touch. If your torso is touched, you‟re out. No teams.” She 
nodded to herself. “Spread out now…. Okay, go.” 

 Quick as a cat, Maria sprang at Pryde and lashed down. 
Her fist went right through the insubstantial girl, who smiled 
at her. 

 “Nasty,” she said, shaking her head. Maria swiveled and 
sprang out of Pryde‟s reach, reaching at Skids. She 
rebounded from the force field; “Now!” Skids shouted. 
Angelica jumped forward and tagged Maria between the 
shoulderblades. 

 “I got you!” she said, delighted. 

 With a snarl, Maria spun, claws out. The sharp claws 
snagged Angelica on the front of her shoulder and zipped 
through her skin, laying it open. Anglica screamed, toppling 
back and clutching at her neck. Maria sprang back, shaking 
her hand off disdainfully. 

 “No teams,” Maria sniffed, eyes darting around quickly. 

 Skids fell off her feet at once, sliding awkwardly on the 
ground as her heart rate shot out of control with panic. “I 
can‟t shut it off!” she cried. 

 “Saint! Zero contact! Let them work it out,” Frost said 
authoritatively from the balcony. Xavier and Saint stared at 
her, shocked, but she had eyes only for Pryde. “Better 
hurry,” she said. “Angel‟s losing a lot of blood.” 

 Eyes wild, Pryde dropped to her knees by Angelica. 
Angelica‟s eyes were staring with panic, she was choking on 
blood. Pryde pressed her down on the mat. “Hush,” she said 
quickly, her stomach churning at the strangely hot blood that 
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flecked her fingers and oozed under her grip. “It‟s gonna be 
okay. Quick!” she added, turning to where the young men 
stood rooted to the spot in shock. “Towels! Water! Some 
stitching supplies or something!” 

 Rich gathered a bunch of towels and ran over to her; 
Vance, thinking more clearly, brought the first aid kit that 
was mounted on the wall. 

 “Just press on it, slow the bleedin,” Saint said with a 
reproachful look at the Headmistress. “Rich, go get 
Morbius.” He darted off his feet, up to the skylight, tilted it 
open and disappeared through it. 

 “Relax,” Pryde said to Angelica. “Your throat is fine. 
The cuts are deep, but you‟ll be okay,” she added, hoping she 
was telling the truth. 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 

 A couple terse minutes slipped by, with Saint standing 
over the injured young woman and the other kids. Maria sat 
on a bench off to the side, trying to look bored instead of 
slightly frightened. Frost and Xavier had a conversation in 
low tones on the balcony, a conversation clearly more 
satisfying to Frost than it was to Xavier. 

 Then the door banged open and Morbius ran in, out of 
breath. He was at Angelica‟s side at once. 

 “She‟s fine to travel, but shouldn‟t walk. Bring her to 
the clinic,” he said crisply. He stood, exchanged a look with 
Saint, and then led the way. Vance dropped through the 
skylight with a stretcher. They rolled her onto it, then Vance 
and Rich carried the stretcher behind Morbius. 

 Pryde stood trembling, then stumbled over to the side 
of the room and promptly threw up on the floor. Skids stood 
looking uncomfortable, and Maria slouched on the bench. 
Saint stalked over to Maria. 
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 Maria‟s head lowered, and for a moment she looked 
very like a dog who knew she‟d done something bad. 

 “Maybe you wasn‟t payin attention,” Saint said, her 
voice low. She tugged off her glove. “We‟re learnin ta fight, 
not fightin. There is very much a difference.” She tossed her 
glove on the mat and grabbed Maria‟s upper arm. “Look at 
me when I‟m talkin to ya,” she said, her voice sharp; Maria 
gasped, rippled somehow, and sagged in Saint‟s grip. 

 “That‟s right,” Saint nodded, nostrils flared, anger tense 
in her words. “Now. You wanna fight? Let‟s fight.” She 
raised her free hand, and black claws slit out over her 
fingernails. She lashed down, flaying Maria‟s cheek open, and 
she threw the furry girl into the wall as her hair twisted and 
fur uncoiled from her skin. 

 Maria snarled, hanging back, uncertain. “Let‟s see how it 
goes when it‟s a little more fair,” Saint growled, and she 
lashed out to cut Maria‟s arm open. “Come on!” 

 Snarling, deep fear and pain and fury warring in her 
eyes, Maria charged slashing. Saint stepped to the side, 
knocking her strikes away, and lay into her ribs. Chunks of 
gory fur flew clear, and Saint kicked her hard in the knee; 
something snapped, and the wolf girl tumbled down and 
rolled. 

 In a spring she was on her feet, her skin swelling closed, 
her knee popping as it re-shaped. 

 Saint, by far the superior in the technique of hand to 
hand, closed in. She kicked Maria across the shoulder, 
sending her tumbling down, then she pounced. Legs caught 
her in the belly and flung her away, but she rolled and 
popped up snarling, charging again. Maria couldn‟t deflect 
her this time, and she went back to the wall. She screamed as 
Saint tore her arm, tore her rib, slashed both cheeks, 
pounded her into the wall. Saint slashed at the arteries in 
Maria‟s neck, opening them up so blood sprayed all over; 
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then she sent a last slash over the mauled wolf girl and let her 
slump to the ground, curled in a ball. She kicked her, hard. 

 “You like that?” she growled around her teeth. “You 
like the way those claws work? You like how that feels? Do 
you?” She kicked her, savagely, and again. Again. 

 “Saint!” Xavier said sharply. 

 She looked up at the balcony, then turned her back on 
the feral wolf-girl and stalked away, blood matting her fur. 
She breathed deep and focused. The hair began wildly 
shedding, her claws became brittle. 

 Maria whined as she choked in her own blood, but her 
healing had kicked into overdrive. It was close, but she was 
recovering. 

 Pryde and Skids watched, stunned and shocked. 

 Frost smiled quietly to herself. 

 “Only one way to deal with a bully,” Saint growled, low 
in her throat as her eyes shifted back to more familiar 
patterns. “This is why we teach you to fight. Maria hates me 
now, but she did before. It‟s yall that‟s gonna hafta figure out 
your own way ta deal with this. She ain‟t comin after me if 
she knows what‟s good for her. This is just a taste a what I 
can do.”  

 She approached Pryde. “Don‟t worry, girl, this is almost 
over,” she muttered. She touched Pryde‟s shoulder; the room 
seemed to spin, and Pryde dropped to one knee as a wave of 
dizzyness rolled through her. Saint approached Maria. The 
wolf-girl propped herself up on one knee, snotty bloody 
drool dripping from her fanged and furious mouth. 

 “You done? You ready to be done?” Saint asked softly. 

 Maria sprang, claws out. Saint ducked to the side and 
snapped a fist across her nose, cracking it with an audible 
pop. Maria let out a howl, and Saint kicked her bloody ribs 
again, then slung her against the wall. 
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 “You stay here until we‟re ready ta deal with ya,” she 
said. As she touched Maria, force rippled between them; 
Maria became insubstantial, and her hand was pushed back 
into the wall. She screamed for real when she became 
substantial again, her hand locked with the wall, her wrist 
ending in blank concrete. Saint hopped lightly out of range 
and stared at Maria, who quieted at once. 

 Saint looked up at Frost. “Points?” she said. 

 “Six off Hellions,” Frost said, “reduced by two because 
of Maria‟s punishment and a further three by Pryde‟s 
commendable courage and level-headedness. For the Heroes, 
a point off for Skids losing control in a stressful situation, a 
point for Rider getting help.” She smiled coldly. “Heroes are 
only one point down. This first test is pretty important, isn‟t 
it,” she mused. Smiling to herself, she led Xavier away from 
the gym. 

 Saint shook her head. “Let‟s go see how Angel is doin.” 

 They all left, and Maria stood alone. She licked at her 
wrist where it met concrete, fury and pain and self-pity 
boiling through her. 

* 

 By the time Saint led Pryde and Skids to the clinic, 
Morbius was just finishing the stitches. “A few weeks,” he 
said, “that‟ll be good as new. It‟s deep, so you need to be 
careful.” He looked over at Saint. “No calisthenics for this 
one.” 

 Saint nodded. “How about Manuel and Roberto. Were 
they sick?” 

 “No,” Morbius said, “but they cleaned and re-arranged 
my cabinets. I‟d say that‟s worth a point each.” 

 “Well they missed a test, so they‟re a point further down 
without a good excuse to re-take it,” Saint said. “So that 
balances out.” She looked over at Roberto and Manuel. 
“Hellions are up by one point.” 
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 They sighed with relief.  

 Frost strolled in. “Is Angelica well enough to take the 
Weekly Test?” she asked. 

 “Next week, sure, but she really should rest for at least a 
few hours. I‟d like to keep her here for observation.” 

 Frost nodded. “Alright. The rest of you, get to lunch. 
The Weekly Test is at two.” She smiled, and left. The 
students trooped out after her. 

 Saint leaned back against the wall, watching Morbius. 
“How you doin t‟day?” she asked. 

 “Good,” he shrugged. “Energy is good, the world has 
color.” He smiled. “I‟m surprised that Callasantos girl isn‟t in 
here too.” 

 “Oh, we had words,” Saint drawled. “I suspect she‟ll be 
tied up until Pryde goes to let her out.” 

 “Ah,” Morbius said tactfully. “You gonna make it?” he 
asked Angelica. 

 “It‟s numb right now,” she said uncertainly. “I… I‟ve 
never been hurt like that before.” 

 He patted her good arm. “I‟m sorry it had to happen,” 
he said. “I hope it doesn‟t happen again.” 

 “I schooled Maria pretty good for you,” Saint said 
seriously. “She gives you any more trouble—” 

 “Then I have to handle it,” Angelica said heatedly. 
“Because if I don‟t then she‟ll just keep coming when there‟s 
no one else around. I can defend myself,” she murmured, her 
eyes haunted. “I just… I don‟t like hurting people.” 

 Saint sized her up. “You‟ve had a tough week. If the 
Heroes win, you can go to town with them. Right, doc?” 

 “Sure,” Morbius smiled. “So when the Heroes win, do 
you get to go to town too?” 



 

   163 

 “Maybe,” she said, dipping her shoulder to him. “See 
you later, Michael.” 

 “Bye now, Marie,” he said. He smiled to himself and 
shook his head, then he peeled off his surgical gloves. “Rest 
up,” he said to Angelica. “Just take it easy.” 

* 

 As they left the lunch room, Rich caught up to Pryde. 
“Hey,” he said. “Thanks for your quick thinking back there. 
For helping Angel. Uh, I‟ve been wondering. About Manuel 
and Roberto. And you.” 

 She tossed him a hard look. “What‟s to wonder?” she 
said bitterly. 

 “Well, for one, did you go to Frost?” 

 “Yes,” Pryde said. “Let‟s go this way.” They took a turn, 
out to the central courtyard and across the way. The sky was 
dim with clouds, even in the early afternoon. Kitty walked 
around behind the carport and pulled a cigarette out of her 
cuff, a lighter from her pocket. She lit up. 

 “Didn‟t know you smoked,” Rich noted. 

 “Haven‟t paid much attention,” she said acidly. “Why 
do you care what happens to me? I‟m a Hellion, you‟re a 
Hero.” She practically spat the last. 

 “Well,” he said, uncomfortable, “we‟re all students here. 
Teams were kind of luck of the draw.” 

 “Why did you come here?” she asked. 

 Rich shrugged. “Frost tricked me, made me think I 
couldn‟t control my powers. I came here to learn. When she 
told me how I‟d been tricked, she told me I needed to 
protect myself from that kind of manipulation. I agree. I sure 
don‟t like her. But when she‟s right,” he shrugged, trailing 
off. 

 “Yeah, I got a double sting too,” Pryde shrugged. “I 
tried to get away from her, but she was in my head. So I 
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came with her here, she said she‟d teach me how to get away 
from anything. So I get jumped by Tweedle-Grease and 
Tweedle-Greasier. You don‟t know what it‟s like,” she 
shuddered. “All the time. It‟s all about them. I have to satisfy 
their… their egos. Their needs.” She glared at the ground, 
and tapped at her cigarette to knock away the loose ash. “I 
told Frost about it. She said that‟s where I start. Get clear of 
those greaseballs. Then I will have a foundation to get away 
from anything else.” Pryde shook her head. “She doesn‟t 
understand.” 

 “Maybe she does, and she doesn‟t care,” Rich said. “I 
have about fifty reasons to pound them both to bloody 
paste, and believe me when I tell you they couldn‟t stop me. 
Same with you. I don‟t think they‟re here to learn anything. I 
think Frost brought them in as exercises for the rest of us.” 
Rich heaved a deep sigh. “We gotta do something to help 
you out.” 

 “Like what?” she asked bitterly. 

 Rich glanced away. “We‟ll just have to think of 
something.” 

 She took a last drag that pulled the smoldering of paper 
all the way to the filter, then she tossed the cigarette away. “I 
won‟t hold my breath,” she said as the smoke swirled from 
her nose and mouth. “I‟ll be thinking of you when the 
Hellions are in town this weekend.” She pushed past him and 
returned to the house. 

 Rich sighed. Then he started back to the Heroes suite. 

 As he walked in, Vance and Skids were hunched over 
their books, scribbling. 

 “It was a mistake,” Vance moaned. “How are we ever 
gonna remember all this crap about French colonizing of 
Africa?” 
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 “We agreed that was the test we were gonna make, and 
there it is,” Rich replied. “Too late to gripe now. How are we 
doing?” 

 Vance groaned, settling his head on the table, and Skids 
looked up mournfully. 

 “We‟re screwed, captain,” she said hopelessly. 

 “Come on now,” Rich said forcefully. “If you believe 
that, then it‟s true. We gotta work together and do this!” He 
glanced at the clock. “We have another twenty minutes until 
the test.” 

 “So screwed,” Skids clarified. 

 “We just need some practice,” Rich replied sharply, 
nettled. “Look, we‟re close. We might be able to beat them 
to go to town this weekend. Even if we don‟t go, we need to 
win anyway! We started out behind! We gotta show them 
what we‟re made of!” 

 “Gawd,” Skids said into her book. Vance sighed. 

 Rich looked them over, then shook his head. “Okay, 
fine. I‟m going to do my best. I hope you all can hold up 
your end of the deal.” 

 Saint walked into the room, toweling her hair off. “Ah 
hope Ah didn‟t hear no defeatist talk in here,” she said. 
“Xavier got his troops all whipped into a frenzy about this 
Weekly Test. They gonna rock it. I expect mine to do the 
same.” 

 “Lady Saint,” Rich said. “Do you think there‟s anything 
we can do to help out Pryde? That poor girl is stuck with 
those monsters. Can‟t we get her over on our team 
somehow?” 

 “Who‟s willin ta trade?” Saint asked mildly. “Vance, you 
wanna go over? Would you send Angel? Skids? How bout 
you, Rich? Anybody want to trade places with her?” 

 Guilty silence followed. 
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 “Yeah, I thought so,” Saint said quietly. “Study up. Test 
in fifteen.” She left, closing the door behind her. 

 “Gotta take a walk. Clear my head,” Vance said stiffly. 
He got up and left. Rich sighed as he sat down at the table. 
He looked over his notes, but he didn‟t see a thing. 

* 

 Vance stole quietly down the steps on the balcony in 
the gym, and crouched by the rail. He saw Pryde standing 
just out of arm‟s reach of Maria. 

 “I‟m here to get you out,” Pryde said. “It‟s almost time 
for the test. But you gotta tell me you‟re not going to lay into 
anybody.” 

 “Better leave me here,” Maria snarled, her teeth bloody. 
Vance saw she had been chewing her wrist; blood was 
smeared on the concrete, it dribbled down in long glittering 
lines. 

 Pryde shook her head. “If you go after Saint, better get 
her while she‟s asleep,” she advised. She reached out and 
took Maria, pulled her. She came clear of the wall, and stood 
shivering with rage and fear and hate. 

 “Come on. We have a test to take,” Pryde said quietly. 

 “Don‟t care how bills become law, or about special 
interest group loopholes!” Maria snarled. “Keep your points! 
Your test! Doesn‟t matter! I can‟t go into town looking like 
this!” 

 Pryde took a step back, blinking. “I—you‟re right, I 
hadn‟t… Look, even if we win, I‟ll stay here with you,” she 
offered. 

 “Slut,” Maria snarled. She turned and bounded away. 
Pryde looked after her for a long moment, then covered her 
eyes and breathed deep, a catch in the bottom of her breath. 

 Feeling awkward, not sure what else to do, Vance stole 
out as quietly as he had crept in. 
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* 

 One by one, they filed up to the desk and put their 
scan-tron test sheets in the basket. Frost smiled at them as 
they left the classroom. 

 “The winner will be announced at supper,” she said. 
“The team with the most points can go into town and eat. 
The team that stays here gets oatmeal.” She smiled, satisfied. 

 Manuel was relaxed. He chuckled as they headed out. 

 “What‟s so funny?” Rich asked casually. “We‟ll probably 
win. Maria didn‟t show, so that‟s two points off for you right 
away. One of you would have to score perfect to make up 
for that.” 

 “Exactly,” Manuel said with a cryptic smile. He and 
Roberto headed for the Hellion suite, Pryde in tow not 
making eye contact with anyone. 

 Three Heroes stood watching them go. 

 “Latin be damned,” Skids said suddenly. “I‟m going to 
visit Leech.” 

 “I‟m taking a nap,” Vance muttered, rubbing his face. 

 Rich sighed, and headed for the gym. 

* 

 Rich tossed the basketball, and it swished through the 
hoop. He rebounded, followed the dribbling ball around, 
crouched and sprang, the ball flying from his fingertips with 
a lovely backspin. It banged off the rim, but he was there. He 
spun around and landed, then went up for the lay-up— 

 Everyone to the Commons. Now. 

 Frost‟s imperious voice rang in his head, and Rich 
dropped the ball, shocked. Then he ran for the locker room 
and his uniform. 
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 

 Seven students gathered in the Commons, where Frost 
stood by the double doors leading into the administrative 
side. She had her arms crossed over her chest, and fury 
sparked in her eyes. Her immaculate dress and style seemed 
triply menacing today. 

 As Rich jogged up and formed into the Heroes line, she 
slapped a quirt against her leg. “We have a cheater in our 
midst,” she said coldly. “The worst kind of cheater. One that 
gets caught. And there will be punishment. The kind of 
punishment that demonstrates to the rest of you why this will 
never, never happen again at this school. Cheaters are 
expected to be smooth and skilled, with a complicated plan 
and a brilliant execution. This kind of clumsiness will not be 
permitted again! Or this time. You know who you are, you 
coward. But I‟ll save you the grief of deciding whether or not 
to step forward. Roberto da Costa, get your snivelling 
worthless carcass front and center, prepare to receive your 
punishment!” Her voice got quieter, but the rage in it 
swelled. He meekly stepped forward. 

 “Fool,” she snapped. “The camera in my office was 
only a simple distraction. The hidden camera behind my desk 
caught a picture of you.” She gestured, and the monitor in 
the Commons showed broad shoulders, the back of a 
Hellions uniform, hunched over the desk. Fumbling. 
Replacing envelopes. Glancing around, then leaving. There 
was no doubt who it was, even though the face was 
concealed. 

 “As you were kicked out of one school after another, 
then boarding school, then the military academy, so too will 
you be kicked out of this school. And I‟ll see to it that you 
never become anything but the worthless cheat you are. 
Roberto da Costa! Your father will get the details, and a list 
of other failures from this school! You are finished,” she 
hissed. 
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 Tears welled out of his eyes. “Please no,” he gasped, 
with the voice of a man who had been shot through the gut. 
“I will do anything for you! Please! Anything! Don‟t tell him!” 

 “Too late for that. You no longer exist,” she said 
distinctly. “Saint, take him to the Quiet Room.” 

 Saint, fully gloved, gripped him by the elbow and 
steered him away as he sobbed like a baby. Manuel watched 
him go, relief filling his eyes. Frost stopped, and turned back. 

 “By the way,” she purred. “That subtracts two hundred 
points from the Hellions. Week totals are cumulative. See if 
you can work off the shame he has brought to you.” She 
turned with a flourish and left. Manuel breathed again. 

 Rich watched him narrowly. 

 “Back to your homework,” Xavier said forcefully. The 
Hellions reluctantly turned and left. 

 Rich pulled out a chair and sat down as Vance grinned. 

 “Yes!” Vance said. “One down, two to go.” 

 “It… isn‟t that simple,” Rich said as his mind worked. 

 “What do you mean?” Skids asked. 

 Rich looked up, his eyes cloudy. “I‟m not rightly sure. 
But this feels.. wrong.” 

 “How?” Vance asked, incredulous. “Roberto is guilty! 
He‟s a scumbag! He‟s getting what‟s coming to him!” 

 “Yes,” Rich agreed slowly. “But… we‟re here to learn, 
right? What if Roberto could have? Learned, I mean? What 
can he do now? What if he kills himself over this?” Rich 
shook his head. “I don‟t like it. And we all know Manuel put 
him up to it. He‟s expendable, and now he‟s expended. 
Manuel is happy, Roberto took all the blame.” He shook his 
head again. “It isn‟t right.” 

 “So,” Vance said, “What are you saying?” 
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 “I‟m not sure,” Rich said heatedly. “But Frost has been 
trying to tell me that the confrontation, the direct approach 
isn‟t as powerful as knowing how to play the field and come 
at it from a different angle. And I could swear she was 
challenging me with her eyes when she broke Roberto.” He 
chewed his lip. 

 “Too deep for me,” Skids said dismissively. 

 “Look,” Rich muttered, grasping at reasons. “Let‟s say 
Roberto gets sent away. We‟ve saved Pryde. Except another 
scumbag is going to get slotted right in when he‟s gone. 
Okay, what if we save Roberto? Then we have leverage with 
him, see?” 

 “Hellions aren‟t generally grateful types,” Vance 
mumbled, thinking back to the gym. 

 “I want to try to sort this out,” Rich said finally. “You 
can help or not.” He set his jaw. 

 Skids sighed. “What‟s the plan?” she asked. 

 “Working on it,” he said, glancing away. “Go get Pryde. 
I want her in on this. Bring her to the carport in the 
courtyard.” 

 “Yes captain,” Skids muttered, and she left. 

 “I sure hope you know what you‟re doing,” Vance said, 
shaking his head. 

 “Not yet,” Rich said, rubbing his hands nervously. “But 
I hope I will.” He glanced at the clock. Just after three. 

 Plenty of time… 

* 

 “Barking mad,” Pryde said, disbelief in her tone. 
“You‟re off your nut. Absolutely cocked. Round the bend.” 
 “Look, will you help us or not?” Rich said sharply. 

 “Why?” she asked, puzzled. 
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 “Because I don‟t want to get in the habit of letting Frost 
crush people, just because it isn‟t me or one of my friends,” 
Rich suggested. 

 “Guilty,” she reminded him. “Caught at it. Stupid. 
Sloppy.” 

 “Who would you rather get pinched by this?” Rich 
demanded. “Roberto or Manuel?” 

 She was wary. “Ah.” 

 “We can‟t do this without you,” Rich said, quieter. “You 
in?” 

 She shook her head. “This place is an asylum; why do I 
even pretend to be sane? What‟s the plan.” 

 “Here we go,” Rich said. “We need to be fast. So pay 
attention…” 

* 

 “Come in,” Frost called as someone rapped gently at 
her door. The door opened, and Rich walked in. He was 
mottled with flush and paleness all at once, and his breathing 
was shallow and fast. 

 “Yes?” she said severely. 

 “I‟d like Roberto da Costa to get a trial,” Rich managed, 
hating the nervousness that almost unmanned him. 

 She leaned back in her chair, eyes glittering with 
amusement and challenge. “Oh?” 

 “Not to convict anyone of cheating, or prove anyone‟s 
innocence,” Rich quavered. “Just to provide reasonable 
doubt. Not to dispute the 200 point penalty. Just… don‟t 
ruin da Costa.” 

 “It‟s pretty open and shut. What further evidence do 
you offer?” 

 Rich cleared his throat. “You‟re a mind reader,” he said. 
“You can figure out the truth any time you want to. But not 
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everyone can. I‟m not trying to fool you. In fact, I felt you 
poking around up here a second ago,” he said, prodding at 
his forehead, “so you know my plan. And you know why I‟m 
doing this. It‟s not about truth. It‟s about proof.” He ran out 
of words. 

 Her smile broadened, the closest to a genuine smile he 
had ever seen her display. “Show me your evidence.” 

 He slid a video to her. She turned, putting it in the 
entertainment center behind her desk. The screen resolved to 
a camcorder through leaves, filming Rich. 

 “Hey, Manuel, wait up!” Rich called as he jogged up behind the 
other captain. Manuel turned to face him. 

 “What is it, Hero?” he sneered. 

 “Looks like you are out of flunkies,” Rich grinned broadly. “No 
more sidekick equals no more scheming. Looks like we’re on a level 
playing field. And THAT, my friend, means you lose.” Rich chuckled. 

 “Shows what you know, monkey boy,” Manuel snapped. “I was 
tired of da Costa’s incompetence, so I set him to a task I knew would be 
too much for him. Now he is gone and I remain. As for the silly points. 
You are welcome to fritter your time away in town. I will eat the 
oatmeal and do the studying, and in the end Frost will invite me to join 
her in the corridors of power. She knows that as a de la Rocha, it is my 
fate to be at least her equal.” 

 The picture dropped to fuzz on the carefully edited 
tape. 

 Rich held his breath as Frost tapped the quirt 
thoughtfully against her knee. 

 “This isn‟t any kind of evidence. It‟s entrapment at 
best,” she said finally. 

 “Of course,” Rich nodded. “I should have known that 
there wasn‟t enough there to interest you. Manuel is too 
clever to let anything slip that would prick your pride.” 
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 “Silly boy, dangerous game,” she replied, slowly 
spinning her chair to face him. She shook her head. “You 
better be damn sure. This is a foolish risk. High stakes, low 
reward, a gamble. A shot in the dark.” 

 “Are we ready to test my aim?” he asked, his hands 
shaking. 

 She laughed out loud. “Bring your evidence,” she 
smiled. 

 A moment of thought later, everyone was headed to the 
Commons once again. 

* 

 “Alright,” Frost declared. “This is how it‟s going to go. 
Roberto da Costa, you sit there and don‟t say a word unless 
someone addresses you.” He nodded, his tear-streaked face 
wary and pathetic. “Xavier, you are here to defend the case as 
it stands. And young Mr. Rider is here to introduce the fruits 
of his investigative labors, to cast a shadow of doubt over 
our conclusions. Mr. Rider, you may begin.” 

 Roberto sat on a stool, forlorn in the middle of the 
Commons. All eight students and Morbius sat together at a 
pair of tables. Xavier sat apart, with Saint. And Frost sat in 
an easy chair moved into the room for the trial. 

 Rich stood up, tugging on the neck of his jumpsuit and 
clearing his throat. “Ahem. Evidence has come to light from 
amateur investigation that we feel is relevant to reconsidering 
da Costa‟s sentencing. Is he guilty? We won‟t address that. 
But consider these other factors.” 

 “Objection,” Xavier said smoothly. “The sentencing is 
not what‟s under consideration here. This is about whether 
the young man did something so horrible it warrants 
expulsion, or not.” 

 “Oh, hush,” Frost said, waving his objection away. 
“Give the boy some more rope.” Her smile was almost 
gleeful. Xavier sighed. 
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 “Er, yes,” Rich said. “Well, uh…” He looked at the 
table of Heroes for support, and got a couple covert thumbs-
ups. He nodded to himself, took a deep breath, and squared 
his shoulders. “Katherine Pryde helped with our 
investigation, and she went through the trash can. She found 
this.” He held up four strips of double-stick tape, clotted 
with wax. “They are fake fingerprints, made from Roberto‟s 
prints. They could have been worn by anyone wanting to 
leave evidence that they were Roberto at the scene.” He 
cleared his throat, tossing them back down on the table. 
“And, uh, some email.” He nodded to Pryde, who stood and 
handed out a sheet of paper to everyone. 

 “This email was sent right after the denouncement,” 
Rich said. As the audience read it, eyebrows lifted, and eyes 
widened. “It implies that the Headmistress is vulnerable to 
Manuel‟s scheming.” He looked directly at Manuel, who 
simmered with raw hate. “See, Manuel either sent this nasty 
and incriminating message, or he failed to follow the 
stringent security measures required of those who use the 
email systems here at the Academy.” Rich cleared his throat. 
“So. Combining that with these blackmail pictures we found, 
we conclude that Roberto was compelled to do this for 
someone else.” 

 Pryde took a black folder to Frost and handed it over. 
Frost opened it, and blinked at the photos inside. She smiled 
to herself, and shook her head, turning one picture sideways. 

 Roberto sat wide-eyed, utterly shocked as he watched 
the proceedings. 

 “Isn‟t that girl your cousin?” Rich asked. 

 “Y-yes,” Roberto stuttered. 

 “And isn‟t it true that you were playing basketball with 
me after lunch? The score was five to three, you were ahead 
when we were all mentally summoned.” 
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 Roberto managed to regain his composure. “Of course. 
Your ball playing skills could never rival those of a da 
Costa.” 

 “It is true,” Rich concluded, “that Roberto didn‟t show 
up for our game until fifteen minutes after lunch. He could 
have been in the locker room. He could have been switching 
test results. What I do know,” Rich added, “is that whether 
or not he is guilty, it is a better punishment to compel him to 
help pull the Hellion‟s burden in redeeming themselves 
against their point handicap, instead of letting him off scot 
free to return to his family. Thanks for your time.” 

 He returned to his seat and sat down, grateful to be off 
his unsteady legs. 

 Roberto just stared, hardly believing what was 
happening. 

 Frost and Xavier exchanged a long look; Frost was 
slightly smiling, and then Xavier smiled too. “Let‟s make this 
simple,” he said. “Do the Heroes wish to accept a deletion of 
all points for this week‟s Test and drop the charges? Or 
pursue this further?” 

 Rich glanced around at the other Heroes, then at 
Xavier. “We wish to drop the charges.” 

 “Done,” Xavier nodded. He turned to Frost. 

 “These proceedings are complete,” she said. “Eight 
points dropped from the Heroes for not making nor taking a 
test.” She stood. “Alright then. Heroes, pack up for your trip 
to town. Each of you get a hundred and fifty dollars for 
spending money.” 

 Rich and Vance exchanged a quick look, and Vance 
stood. “Excuse me,” he said. “Can we take a guest?” 

 “What?” Frost said, puzzled. 

 “A guest,” Vance clarified. “I‟d like to invite Pryde to 
go with me.” 
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 Manuel stared at him with enough hate to curdle milk, 
but Vance ignored him. Between Frost, Saint, and Xavier, 
Manuel would be desperate to use his powers against his 
enemies at this point. 

 “You lose five points per guest,” Frost said. 

 Vance glanced back at his teammates, then nodded. 
“Okay,” he said. 

 “Done and done,” Frost shrugged. “Manuel, you and 
Roberto and Maria can have some lovely oatmeal while you 
come up with your next move.” She smiled, and left the 
room. Xavier followed. 

 “You‟re going to get what‟s coming to you, by God in 
Heaven I swear it,” Manuel spat, his eyes clouded with fury 
and rage. 

 Rich looked him in the eye. “Learn something from 
this,” he said coldly. “Or next time it‟ll be worse for you.” 

 Manuel stared at Pryde. “You hacked my account,” he 
seethed. 

 “And stole Roberto‟s trophy pictures,” she added, 
unmoved. Saint cleared her throat. 

 “Confessions when Ah‟m not around, thanks,” she said. 

 “Right,” Rich nodded. “Are you coming in town with 
us?” 

 “No,” she said, shaking her head. “Mah place is here. 
See you when you get back.” 

 “I‟ll get you for this, Rider,” Manuel said, his voice on 
the edge of hysteria. “You won‟t see it coming. By the 
Mother of God I swear it.” 

 Rich turned his back and walked away. 

 “Street clothes, here I come!” Vance gleed as he headed 
up the creaking stairs to the Heroes suite. “I can‟t believe we 
got away with that!” 
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 Rich hesitated. “We may not have got away clean,” he 
said. “Frost wants to talk to me. I‟ll catch up.” He turned, 
and headed back down the stairs in response to the mental 
summons. 

 “It‟s turning out to be a bad day for the Hellions,” 
Angelica said with a slight wince, lightly touching her 
shoulder bandage. “The worst thing that happened to them 
today was being saved by the Heroes.” 

 “It‟s what Heroes do,” Skids said, thinking of someone 
else. 

* 

 Rich stood at attention before Frost‟s desk as she let her 
eyes play over his shoulders. 

 “So there‟s no mistake,” she purred, her voice soft. “I 
gave you this one. To reward and encourage your audacity. 
Because it will make you confident. Next time? Next time 
you had better have your case so airtight that when we start 
prodding it nothing gives. Anywhere. I don‟t know if you or 
the Hellions will be the first to try something like that again, 
but whoever it is will either be very careful or very sorry. 
Each and every one of your sorry, contrived evidence was 
irrelevant or worthless. It was so bad I thought it was funny. 
You have a long, long way to go.” 

 “Thank you, Headmistress,” Rich said. “Thank you for 
your patience and mercy. It‟s only our first week.” 

 A smile teased around her eyes. “You have potential, 
Rider. You realize that means I‟m going to make your life 
hell.” 

 He hesitated. “I‟m not Manuel, Headmistress,” he said. 
“I don‟t want to go to the corridors of power or anything. 
Just… I just want to live free.” 

 She shrugged. “It‟s early yet. We‟ll see what a taste of 
power does to you. In the meantime, remember what I said. 
You drew the battle lines tonight, and I let you get away with 



 

178 

it because the next student to cross me gets the works. I 
wanted you to understand that up front.” 

 “I do, Headmistress.” 

 “I suspected you did,” she smiled, “and that‟s why you 
still get to go to town. I‟ll be interested to see how you go 
about rescuing the damsel in distress,” she added, her eyes 
strangely bright and her teeth almost luminescent as they 
were bared in her smile. Rich‟s eyes snapped to hers, startled. 

 “You think Manuel ever had an original scheme?” she 
asked, mischief and malice twined in her voice. “Points, the 
Weekly Test, the rest of it. Just a battleground. Can you 
defeat Manuel? Undo his schemes?” She stood. “Enjoy your 
weekend in town, student. When you get back, we‟ll start 
another week.” Her smile was unnerving. 

 “Yes, Headmistress,” Rich said. He turned, and left. 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN 

 Kitty opened the door, and walked right into a 
backhand smack. She stumbled, going incorporeal, and she 
stared at Manuel. He stood trembling with rage. He spat at 
her. 

 “Traitor,” he seethed. “You betrayed me. You betrayed 
Roberto. You betrayed Maria. You betrayed Lord Xavier. 
You dared to spin lies for the Headmistress. You will be 
punished. There is no escape for you, not from the wrath of 
a de la Rocha.” 

 She became corporeal and poked his chest with her 
finger. “You ever so much as touch me again, Manuel, and 
I‟ll leave you in a wall.” Her eyes sparked with fresh anger, 
and she realized that something in her had changed. And she 
wasn‟t bluffing.  
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 Manuel saw that in her eyes, and his jaw flexed. “You 
are not so very angry, really,” he said as her anger began to 
ebb. “Just lonely.” 

 He did not expect the knee to the groin that left him 
breathless. He staggered and slumped. She threw her closet 
open, grabbed a few things, and ran out of the room. 

 “We are going after them,” Manuel snarled. “Into 
town.” 

 “No,” Roberto said, shaking his head. “I dare not risk 
expulsion a second time.” 

 “I‟m not going,” Maria said diffidently. 

 “I only invited humans; people, not animals,” Manuel 
spat. She ignored him, and resumed pointing her bored stare 
at the flicker of television as she surfed the channels. 

 Rage swelled in Manuel. “You‟re going,” he snapped at 
Roberto. He threw his street clothes at him and slapped the 
back of his head. “Now. Dress. Come on.” 

 “Why?” Roberto asked, a plaintive note in his voice. 

 “Because we must be prepared when an opportunity 
presents itself. To get all of them back for what they did.” 

 “What they did? They saved me from expulsion!” 
Roberto cried. “What did you do? Let me take the fall. I‟m 
not going.” 

 “You are,” Manuel hissed, and Roberto was suddenly 
very afraid. He meekly started stripping off his uniform. 

 “That‟s right,” Manuel said. “You‟ll come with me if 
you know what‟s good for you. Because I‟m right. And I‟m 
the captain.” 

 “Yes, captain,” Roberto murmured, his hands shaking 
with empathetically transmitted fear. 

* 
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 Xavier quietly sipped his tea, then returned his attention 
to the delicately prepared steak on his plate. “Well, it‟s been 
quite a week,” he said to Saint. 

 She nodded, munching away. “I hope they have a good 
time in town,” she said. “Manuel sneaked out yet?” 

 “He‟s working on it,” Xavier shrugged. “Frost said to 
let him go. She wants to explain things to him in a way he 
won‟t misunderstand when he returns.” 

 “I shore am glad I won that coin toss,” Saint sighed. “I 
don‟t know how you handle that crew.” 

 “Manuel has great potential to be a peacemaker,” 
Xavier said with a small smile. “His empathic abilities could 
help everyone at the table remain calm until an issue was 
worked out. He could be a tremendous performing artist. 
That boy has great things ahead of him.” His face darkened. 
“If he can master his pride.” He turned to Saint. “I hope 
Frost can help him with that.” 

 “Her? She‟s got serious pride issues,” Saint said with a 
shake of the head. 

 “I hope he can grow enough to realize that. To avoid 
that for himself,” Xavier said absently. 

 “What‟s your connection to him?” Saint asked, her 
mind working. 

 “None at all,” Xavier said quickly. “I just knew his 
mother. Back when I was working on mind research. I went 
to a lot of parties.” He chuckled. “They never tired of 
hearing me tell them about the untapped potential of the 
human brain. After all, everybody‟s got one,” he said. His 
eyes grew distant. 

 Saint considered the sleekness of his features, his build. 
His age. His mental powers. 

 “Ah see,” she murmured. 
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 “I have to hope,” Xavier said, “that any teenager can 
grow up to be a decent human being.” 

 “Don‟t you fret,” Saint said. “The difference between 
Hellions and Heroes is sometimes just the flip of a coin. But 
Manuel, he‟s strong enough to choose.” 

 “Yes,” Xavier sighed. “Yes he is.” 

* 

 Thunder rumbled as the first light rain sifted down over 
the concrete canyons of New York. The small bell on the 
door tinkled as the thin man pushed out of the bakery, a bag 
clutched to his chest. He took his glasses off and tucked 
them in his pocket, then he walked down the sidewalk with a 
faint smile. The rain caught in his eyelashes, in his rumpled 
mousy hair. 

 “Taxi!” he called, waving as he stepped to the curb. The 
yellow car streaked by, ignoring him. He glanced around, 
then froze. Fumbled at his pocket. 

 A shadow loomed, standing on the wall by the sidewalk, 
glaring down. The thin man turned, and bolted. 

 “Dammit,” the man across the street said into his 
sleeve. “Hunter botched it, Banner saw him. I‟m taking care 
of this myself.” He dropped the connection and started 
running after Banner, his long athletic stride rapidly gaining 
on the fugitive. 

 He rounded the corner as Banner squeezed through a 
board fence around a construction site. Sighing, the assassin 
pulled a silenced pistol from his pocket, raised it, and fired in 
a single swift motion. The bullet whizzed between cars and 
slapped into Banner‟s head. He toppled back out of sight. 

 “Just shot him between the eyes,” the assassin said into 
his sleeve, where the receiver for his tac net was nestled by 
his wrist. “Damn I‟m good. I‟ll go verify the kill. Hunter, you 
even in on this at all?” The assassin shook his head, then 
trotted across the street towards the construction site. 
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 Thunder seemed to growl, resonating in the pavement. 
The assassin hesitated. 

 And hoped it was thunder. 

* 

 The van pulled up outside the Cineplex, letting the five 
teenagers out. Then it drove away. Rich grinned as he looked 
over the movies. 

 “Dude, we have a hundred and fifty bucks each for a 
weekend,” he grinned. “We can get popcorn and 
everything!” 

 “Do you want me to make some reservations at a 
hotel?” Angelica said. “I don‟t want to have to worry about 
that later tonight.” 

 “Sure, Motel 8 for me,” Rich said. “I want to keep some 
of this money. Maybe take somebody out to a fancy dinner,” 
he added, his mind elsewhere. 

 “I‟ll check when the movies are,” Skids said. She rubbed 
at her pale forehead with the back of her hand. 

 “You okay?” Rich asked, concerned. 

 “It‟s hard. Keeping the field turned off,” she said. “I 
just need some more practice.” 

 Vance handed Pryde a wad of bills. “Here. It‟s half of 
mine. I figure you‟ll need to keep up,” he said with a lopsided 
grin. She looked at him with new eyes, and smiled slightly. 

 “Thanks,” she said. 

 A dull thud reverberated. The teenagers glanced around 
where they stood under the patio roof of the theater 
entrance. Some of the windows still vibrated. 

 “What was that?” Vance asked. 

 “I don‟t know,” Rich said, “but I have an itch to grab 
some sky anyway. I‟ll catch up, okay?” He threaded the 
crowd and ducked into a dark alley. 
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 A moment later he streaked up, kicking off the ground 
and swooping up into the sky, through the hazy murk of rain 
and smog and refracted city lights. He drifted up through the 
sky, his blood singing with adrenaline and the thrill of flight. 

 “Hot damn,” he muttered, “I‟ve missed this.” 

 He saw a construction site, a tilting mass of girders that 
had been knocked loose. A man scrambled away, revealed in 
a flash of lightning. 

 Something was following him. 

 Something big. 

 Rich dove back down into the alley, and breathlessly 
approached the other teenagers. 

 “There‟s a monster at a construction site. Let‟s go!” he 
said. 

 “Go?” Angelica replied, alarmed. “Go why?” 

 “You wanna let the cops handle it?” he replied heatedly. 
“It was big. It would smash cops. We can probably stop it 
before anybody gets hurt.” He sighed. “Okay, a vote. Who 
says we go check out the monster?” He raised his hand, and 
Vance reluctantly raised his. Pryde glanced at him, and raised 
hers. Skids returned, looked at them, and raised her hand 
with a grin. 

 “What am I voting for?” she asked. 

* 

 The figure wearing what looked like metal armor 
scrabbled away, but the huge creature pounced on him. It 
was over four meters tall, and it had metal spikes and 
projections lodged in its thick hide. A thin trickle of blood 
seeped down its hide here and there, lost in the rain that 
poured over its grayish bulk. Towering over the man, it 
stomped on him, then scooped him up and plucked an arm 
off in a shower of sparks. 
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 “Hey! Ugly!” yelled the teenager standing just inside the 
fence. “How about you quit vivisecting and deal with some 
real power?” He raised a fist, his heart hammering. 

 It raised up to its full height, growling. Lighting flared, 
illuminating it for a brief moment. It was almost cubic, made 
entirely of heavy muscle and thick hide. Its head was almost 
unrecognizable as humanoid, with deep eye sockets and a 
tight, ferocious mouth. Small eyes glittered with rage in the 
depths of shadow that pooled under its protruding brows. 
Rich swallowed hard. 

 “Angel!” he yelled. 

 Perched up on a low girder in the just-begun building, 
Angelica focused. Her eyes flared, her hands extended as 
though they were warming themselves at a fire. Energy 
rippled, almost invisible, between her hands and the monster. 
It roared, its skin hissing as it contracted and dried, tearing as 
it shrank and its blood explosively evaporated. 

 It hopped to the side, scooped up a cement mixer, and 
casually flung it at the building. Angelica let out a scream as 
she fell, the mixer slamming effortlessly through a girder she 
had leaned against. Rich sprang off the ground, whirled 
through the rain, and caught her gently before she landed on 
a stack of rebar. “Pryde!” he yelled, rain slamming into his 
mouth as he flew around to a stop. 

 A slight shadow hopped up out of the ground and 
gripped at the monster. It turned and cocked its head, then 
slung a punch down to smash through the insubstantial girl 
and punish the concrete below her. It blinked, took a step 
back, and scooped up a girder to swing through her space. 
She retreated. 

 “It‟s no good,” she shouted. “He‟s already half-phased 
or something. I can‟t get a lock!” 

 The monster flexed a bit, its head rocking back. It 
growled, and grunted as something slammed its chest. It 
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looked around; invisible force whacked across its head, to 
very little effect. 

 “Right,” Vance muttered, blinking and surprised. He 
focused his will, lifting a concrete block, and whipped it at 
the monster. It smashed across the monster‟s head with no 
visible effect. 

 “I got nothin!” Vance yelled, retreating back to where 
Rich and Angel and Kitty waited. Skids hovered nearby, 
precarious on a thick force field. 

 “Okay,” Rich said, mind racing. The monster glared at 
them, unblinking, making up its mind as they warily watched 
it. “Pryde. Make the concrete it‟s standing on insubstantial. 
Bury it that way. I‟ll hit it from above and help drive it down. 
Vance, you pile stuff on once we‟ve got it sunk. Angel, you 
just be ready. And Skids? Don‟t get hit,” he finished with a 
grin. “Okay, Heroes. Let‟s go!” 

 They charged in. The monster roared, and hopped 
towards them, thudding to the ground bawling its challenge. 
Pryde skidded awkwardly to the ground, and flattened her 
palms on the concrete. The monster blinked, looking down; 
then Rich crashed into it from above and it dropped waist 
deep in the concrete. Rich grabbed Kitty and zipped away as 
Vance swept rubble against the monster‟s torso. Biting her 
lip, Angelica focused and tried to fry its head with 
microwaves. 

 The creature bellowed, and it flexed. As it did, it seemed 
to get impossibly bigger, and denser; the microwaves playing 
across it now just blackened and cooked it, because it was 
deeply thicker than it had been before.  

 “That‟s not possible,” Pryde said through nerveless lips 
as it flexed. “That‟s just not possible.” 

 Seconds later, the concrete all around it was 
spiderwebbed with cracks. It flexed its torso with a scream of 
pain, and bounded up from the crater that it had been 
imprisoned in. 
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 A small car whizzed through the air and smacked into 
the monster. The creature turned, and saw a dark figure 
standing by the fence. His eyes and teeth shone white, but he 
crackled as rain touched him. He was a deep black, blacker 
than darkness, and energy roiled in his three dimensional 
silhouette. 

 “Back, monster, for you face Roberto da Costa!” he 
cried out. He flung a fence post that jammed into the 
monster‟s shoulder. 

 The creature brushed it aside, and hopped a solid twelve 
meters towards Roberto. He charged, yelling, and hit it. The 
monster caught the hit in the belly, and skidded a half step. It 
casually back-handed him, sending him across the street in an 
arcless flight, slamming through a wall into a building. 

 “What else can we do?” Rich asked, feeling oddly 
desperate and helpless. “Hit it again!” was the best he could 
manage. He charged at the monster, slamming into it from 
behind and knocking it down. Vance dragged it back down 
into the construction site. Pryde ran ahead and phased a 
lamp post; as it was dragged through, she re-solidified it in 
the monster‟s gut. 

 It howled with rage, leaping to its feet and bending the 
post, pulling it out of its gut. Gloppy pale blood slapped 
down, but the wound was already sealing. Pryde struggled 
against nausea as she saw vertebrae glittering, half-fused with 
the lamp post it had ripped free. It fell over, losing control of 
its legs. But its spine was already regenerating. 

 Rich landed by its head, slinging hit after hit down. He 
was incredibly powerful. Bone buckled and snapped under 
his hammering fists, but it gurgled and creaked as it 
regenerated back tougher than before. 

 Rich didn‟t see it coming. A hand snatched him, 
wrapping around him from his shoulders to his knees. The 
monster bopped him into the ground, smashing concrete 
with his head. It peered at him, and began to squeeze. 
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 Rich screamed, a faint and whistling sound, then he 
flexed. Vance sent a sandstorm into the monsters eyes as 
Angelica hit it with microwaves; as molten glass poured over 
its face and into its mouth, it gurgled a bit. Rich tore free, 
leaving most of his clothing in the monster‟s grip. 

 Spitting a wad of molten glass, the monster reared up, 
clumsily regaining its feet as it healed at unthinkable speed. It 
tore up a chunk of paving and flung it at Angelica; Vance 
deflected it, letting out a choked cry. He collapsed 
unconscious as the concrete plowed through several girders, 
making the whole skeleton of the building waver. 

 As Angelica knelt by his side, Rich gasped for breath, 
badly shaken as he leaned against a girder. “We‟re just 
making it mad!” he yelled, his voice hoarse. 

 “Maybe we shouldn‟t,” Manuel replied quietly from the 
shadow of the foreman‟s trailer. 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY 

Manuel lit a cigarette; the brief flash of light from the lighter 
illuminated his suit and tie. He stepped forward, into the rain. 

 “Let‟s be reasonable about this,” he said coolly as he 
faced the monster. It oriented on him, blisters still swelling 
on its face. It growled, low and deep. 

 “You could smash me,” Manuel said pleasantly, “but 
that would be messy and inconvenient for both of us. Don‟t 
you think it would be better to take a nap? Watch some tv? 
What sort of tv does a monster like you watch?” he asked 
lazily, his eyes half closed, every fiber of his being taut with 
strain. 

 Confusion began seeping in around the monster‟s raw 
rage. It made a peculiar mournful bawl, then it shook its head 
and stumbled. It pressed its head with its hands. 

 “I think it‟s shrinking!” Pryde hissed. 
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 “What do you think?” Manuel asked, one nostril rimed 
with blood. “Will Disney ever come out with their movies on 
dvd with a boxed set per decade? I think that would be 
fantastic. You could see—see the evolution—their style,” his 
conversational tone switched to Spanish, and he continued to 
talk, soothing. He trembled. 

 The monster coughed slightly, and shuddered. Now it 
was only three meters tall. 

 “Pryde,” Rich managed, huddling in his shredded rags 
as the cold rain poured down. “Go find Roberto. See if he‟s 
still alive.” 

 She nodded curtly, glancing at Manuel, then ran. Angel 
propped Vance up as he groaned softly. Skids hovered, 
frictionless, not daring to move as she watched the 
proceedings. 

 “Sleep—that‟s it,” Manuel said, strangely breathless. 

 The creature toppled to its knees, its eyes dull and 
strangely round. Its brows had retracted somewhat, and it 
was looking more and more human. It dropped to all fours, 
and grunted softly. Then it fell over on its side, rain spraying 
from its fallen form. Two meters tall, and shrinking, 
changing. 

 “That was awesome,” Rich said quietly. 

 Manuel nodded. “I am the most powerful and 
intelligent of all of you. It is good that you see that. Brute 
strength is no substitute for the intellect of a de la Rocha.” 

 Vance rolled over and vomited, and Angel patted him 
awkwardly on the back, not sure what else to do. Rich 
cautiously approached the scrawny man laying naked on the 
ground, coughing. All evidence that he had been a monster 
had evaporated. Rich was unsettled to see that this man was 
smaller than he was… 

 “Are you—are you okay?” he asked hesitantly. 
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 “Fine—” the man muttered, and he managed to push 
himself up to his feet. He glanced around. “Who are you?” 
he asked, his hands modestly covering his nakedness. He 
shivered in the cold rain. 

 “I am Manuel de la Rocha,” Manuel replied haughtily. 
“Are you in danger of becoming that monster again?” 

 “Only if the situation calls for it,” the thin man said, his 
voice hard. “What‟s going on here?” 

 “You were rampaging, fighting some men. We came in 
and stopped you,” Manuel replied, discarding his wet 
cigarette. “Now you will tell us who you are,” he said, 
something threatening in his voice. 

 Rich was looking at Manuel, and the thin man glanced 
at Rich. He froze, his eyes wide. He took a step behind Rich, 
gripping his shoulders. 

 “Hey!” Rich yelled. 

 “This mark!” the thin man said excitedly. Rich felt the 
man‟s grip tremble as he held Rich‟s shoulders. “Where did 
you get it? Is it—could it be a birthmark?” 

 “Yeah,” Rich said, shrugging the man off and facing 
him. “What do you know about it?” 

 “A hell of a lot,” he said, breathlessly, his myopic eyes 
blinking rapidly. “I‟m the one who gave it to you.” 

 For a moment, the sounds of the street were distant, 
and the loudest noise was the sloshing and sluicing of rain as 
it sought the lowest ground. 

 Pryde supported Roberto, limping to the gap in the 
construction fence. She leaned him against the fence and 
caught her breath. He coughed, deep and painful. 

 “How?” Rich demanded. “How did you give it to us?” 

 “Us?” the man said, eyes alight with excitement. “How 
many of you?” 
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 “Everybody here but Pryde and Manuel,” Rich said, 
unable to catch his breath. 

 “Then everybody here but Pryde and Manuel is a part 
of the Inborn project,” the thin man said quickly. He glanced 
down. “Tell you what. Get me some clothes and some coffee 
and I‟ll tell you all about it.” 

 “Deal!” Rich said quickly. 

 “Who cares about some birthmarks?” Manuel said 
quickly. “We all need to go back to the Academy.” 

 “Are you nuts?” Skids blurted. “We can find out how 
we‟re connected! Where we came from! You could at least 
give him your jacket.” 

 Manuel hesitated, then approached the scrawny naked 
man and offered him his jacket. “Now come on, we‟ll know 
everything you do or you‟ll be sorry,” he muttered. He 
scrabbled up towards the sidewalk. 

* 

An hour and two thrift stores later, the thin man sat 
at the table in the coffeehouse with the teenagers. He 
gratefully slugged down a handful of aspirin and a whole cup 
of coffee. 

 “Okay,” he said, glancing at where Manuel sat by the 
window, ignoring them as best he could. “My name is 
Doctor Bruce Banner. I was a scientist once, but I‟ve been a 
fugitive for a few years now. When I got my start, I worked 
at Phoenix Corp, working with genetics and mutagens. What 
I didn‟t realize was that Phoenix worked for Exterior 
Technology Operations, or Extechop. Informally, the people 
who work with them call it the Project.” He shivered slightly, 
and re-filled his coffee from the carafe at the table. 

 “Anyway,” he said, “the Project was founded in May of 
1963, in Saskatchewan, Canada. They are a specific division 
of a much bigger overarching intelligence community called 
IO, or International Operations. Exterior Technology 
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Operations was designed to develop stuff for agents. You 
know, like Q for Bond. And that‟s how it started. But their 
mandate warped, or at least their interpretation of it did. As 
the cold war kicked into high gear, they got all absorbed in 
human weapon programs, supersoldier stuff. They couldn‟t 
crack the codes that produced Captain America for World 
War II.” 

 “I thought he was a propaganda piece,” Roberto said. 

 “Well, the Nazis he slaughtered didn‟t,” Banner said 
abruptly. He lit a cigarette. “Okay. Anyway. They whipped up 
some plasma weapons, some chemical weapons, gadgets, that 
sort of thing. Then they started with pills to keep agents 
awake, then make them stronger, then do other things. From 
there to physiological overhaul was a short step. Then they 
got into cybers, all kinds of stuff.” He gestured aimlessly. “So 
you all know there are people who are different among us,” 
he stated flatly. 

 “Right,” Rich nodded, absorbed. 

 “The Project had another satellite company, like 
Phoenix, that specialized in getting samples from these 
people. And what I was doing at Phoenix, though I didn‟t 
know it, was distilling these „powers‟ into a stable, 
reproducible substance. This could be introduced to genetic 
coding of embryos, so if the kid survived then some aspect 
of the powers of the donator would manifest.” 

 “We‟re a government experiment?” Skids breathed. 

 “Not really,” Banner shrugged. “The Project is so secret 
that several governments think it belongs to them, just with 
the right hand not knowing what the left hand is doing. It‟s 
really IO that‟s running the show, or at least likes to think 
they are. The Project is so secret they‟ve parlayed themselves 
into a kind of independent operation. But yes, you all are part 
of a bio-weapons experiment.” 
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 “That‟s not possible,” Angelica said, her eyes troubled. 
“My parents would never be involved in something like 
that.” 

 “Well,” Banner said, shifting uncomfortably, “I was 
working with a team that managed to distill the RNA tags 
and other genetic markers into a colloidal mutagen, and… 
and the Project was taking these samples we created and 
using their influence to expose fetuses to small doses.” He 
avoided their eyes. “Nine of every ten sampled died as a 
result. There were a lot of… of deaths, from this 
experimentation. But nobody knew it was the Project. They 
operated in secret, right out in public.” 

 “You‟re still a monster,” Vance said with hard eyes, 
“but now it‟s harder to see it.” 

 “Hey,” Banner said sharply. “The moment I found out 
what was going on, what this research was being used for, I 
quit. I got all the samples together and tried to escape. Don‟t 
you judge me. Don‟t you dare judge me. I paid a pretty 
goddamn steep price for what I did that day! I wanted this 
research to be used for good, not for weapons. So I tried to 
get away and they caught me, gave the order to kill me.” He 
leaned back, breathing hard. “I drank a bunch of the samples 
and got shot, okay? Shot dead. And when I woke up I was in 
one piece covered in blood. Now you just guess what 
happened.” 

 “So you know who influenced us?” Rich asked, eyes 
bright. “You know who the parents of our powers are?” 

 Banner sighed. “No, no I don‟t. Like I said, I wasn‟t in 
on that part, I just handled the science and as soon as I got 
nosy I got killed, and the monster Wormhole was born. Or 
Chimera. Whatever. Me. I‟ve been living in fear, living two 
lives. On the run. All that information was top secret, it was 
stored in the safest place the Project had. Their main base, in 
Saskatchewan.” 

 “We‟ll go there,” Rich said. “Make them tell us.” 
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 “Actually that won‟t help,” Banner said, looking out the 
window. “I sort of blew that base up.”  

 “What?” Kitty said, shocked. “You mean as the 
monster?” 

 He smiled faintly. “The monster couldn‟t set the 
generators to pop,” he sighed. “No, that was all me, little 
expendable Bruce Banner. That information was so secret I 
doubt they had a copy anywhere else. So you all got to grow 
up without the shadow of the Project over you.” He blinked. 
“How did you all come to find each other?” 

 “Long story,” Rich said curtly. “How do we find this 
Project?” 

 Banner took his time lighting a cigarette. “Well,” he said 
slowly, “before this gets out of hand, I just want to tell you 
that this is your chance. It‟s never a bad idea to sell when 
your stocks are higher than they were when you bought 
them. You know something. More than you knew. And this 
is your chance to walk away.” He took a deep drag on the 
cigarette and sat back, breathing plumes of smoke from his 
nose, watching them with glittering eyes. “For all you know, 
the information you‟re looking for no longer exists.” 

 “I have to try,” Rich said firmly. He looked at the 
others. “Even if I have to go alone.” 

 Manuel snorted. “You can‟t possibly work this out in 
your weekend off.” 

 “Maybe not,” Rich shot back. “Maybe not. But I want 
to take this to the end. Whatever it takes.” 

 “This is stupidity,” Manuel said, rising to his feet. “I will 
stomach no more of it. And no more of the Academy. I‟ve 
slowed myself down with you ridiculous puppets. I don‟t 
need you. Any of you. I am Manuel de la Rocha. Come, 
Roberto.” He shrugged his jacket on. “We have heard 
enough insubordinate nonsense.” 

 Roberto sat, stubbornly unmoving. 
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 “Now,” Manuel clarified, menacing. 

 “Frost will not take this well,” Roberto said, “and I do 
not wish to be expelled. I am through following your 
orders.” He looked to Rich. “Will you say you invited me?” 
he asked, his eyes earnest. 

 “Sure,” Rich nodded. “You bet.” He looked over at 
Manuel. “So you‟re leaving?” 

 Eyes glittering, Manuel pushed out through the door 
and vanished into the rain-swept night. 

 “Welcome aboard,” Vance said wryly. “How you doin?” 

 “Just sore,” Roberto said with a faltering smile. “Really 
sore.” 

 “Sorry about that,” Banner said. “I got set off by 
Project assassins, come to kill me. Got shot in the back of 
the head,” he said, and he trailed off. Shook his head. “The 
Wormhole is tough to kill,” he sighed. 

 “We noticed that,” Rich agreed with a grin, shrugging in 
his new jacket from the thrift store. “Project assassins, huh. 
Any idea where they came from?” 

 “I only know of one base in New York,” Banner said. 
“Once I tell you this, there‟s no going back.” 

 “I‟m in,” Rich said firmly. He looked to the others. 
“You get to make your own decision.” 

 “I‟m in,” Skids said. 

 “I kind of want to go back to the school,” Vance said. 
“We‟re already in a lot of trouble.” 

 “Me too,” Angelica nodded. “This is pretty dark stuff, 
and I might not like what we find if we go on.” 

 “Sorry,” Roberto said simply. “I cannot be expelled 
again.” 

 “You aren‟t thinking this through,” Pryde said, shaking 
her head. “Do you believe it‟s coincidence that you all ended 
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up at Frost‟s school? Hello? What if she‟s working with 
them? What if she‟s training us to be bio-weapons so we can 
be turned over to the Project when she‟s through with us? I 
may not be one of these Inborns, but she doesn‟t do 
anything without a reason and she did pull me in.” Pryde 
shivered. “Besides, who wants to go back without the group? 
Who wants to be the messenger to let her know everybody 
else bailed?” 

 It was very quiet. 

 “Fine, I‟m in,” Vance said, disgusted. 

 “I think we all are,” Angelica agreed, a faint note of 
panic in her voice. “I think it‟s already too late.” She glanced 
at the door nervously. 

 Rich nodded. “Then it‟s settled,” he said, turning to 
Banner. “We‟re going to go see what we can find out about 
what the Project knows about us, what Frost knows about 
us. Where is their satellite base?” 

 “You realize I‟m not going with you,” Banner said. “For 
me to be helpful, I either risk capture or become an 
untamable powerhouse that tears up city blocks.” 

 “You‟ve already helped us. A lot,” Rich nodded. “So 
where is the base?” 

 Banner took a deep breath, and smiled. 

 “It‟s a warehouse,” he began. 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY ONE 

 “Waterstreet and Nineteenth,” the tape recorder said. 
“Kybersly and Sons.” 

 The assassin arched an eyebrow, looking meaningfully 
at the big man with a bad suit and wild hair. 

 “They have a laser grid in the walls, so don’t try to phase through. 
Minigun emplacements, the nerve center of the defenses is upstairs in the 
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north east corner. Usually about thirty soldiers, special agents aren’t 
often assigned but you have to assume it’s a possibility. I don’t know 
who they’re using these days, I’ve been out of the loop for a while.” 

 Garrett clicked the tape off, and sighed. “Well, Ebony, 
you did something right. You‟re supposed to be this great 
killer. How come you let Banner turn into the Chimera?” 

 “With all due respect, sir,” Ebony said reproachfully, 
“nobody lives through getting shot in the head with a 
hollowpoint like I used. His face was a meatloaf crater. I 
thought he was vulnerable, as Banner.” 

 “He was, but the change must have been able to 
complete itself anyway,” Garrett sighed. “I‟ve got the 
incident covered up. Why didn‟t you walk in and just shoot 
them all while they were together like that?” 

 “Well,” Ebony said, “for one, you didn‟t tell me to. For 
another, I got to listening in with my laser mic, which is how 
I got this conversation. And if these really are Project kids on 
the loose… well, how about capturing them?” 

 Garrett let that thought roll around. “Where are they 
now?” 

 “I got Harpoon following them. If they make any more 
plans we‟ll know about it.” 

 “If I give the termination order, think you‟ll have 
trouble killing them?” 

 “Me?” Ebony said. He laughed. “Say the word.” 

 “The word is said,” Garrett said slowly. “Wait until they 
attack the warehouse. Then kill them all. I want you in charge 
of the operation.” 

 “Let‟s back that up,” Ebony said. “I need room to 
work. I go and kill, I don‟t tell G.I. Joe how to go kill. I gotta 
have breathing space. Put Commander Elgen in charge.” 
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 “Fine,” Garrett said. “I want bodycount on this one, 
Ebony. No more lame excuses. Don‟t screw up. Harpoon is 
backup.” 

 “You got it, boss,” Ebony said with a grin. “Will do.” 

* 

 Rain rolled down the motel window. Rich sighed, and 
turned to look at the other five teens. “Okay, so Banner took 
off. He‟s running again. We can do this, though. We can 
figure out how to get into this place.” 

 “I just keep thinking,” Angelica said, hugging her knees. 
“One in ten. To get the results that make me—well, 
abnormal,” she breathed, “nine other babies died.” She 
shivered. “And this Project did it on purpose.” 

 “Well, I for one don‟t want to run my whole life,” Rich 
said heatedly. “My mom and my ol man kicked me out 
because I was different, and I scared them. I‟ve always 
wondered if I was from another planet, or what the hell 
happened to make it so I couldn‟t live a normal life. For the 
first time,” he said, pleading, “I have a chance to find out 
why I‟m so different. Good or bad, I gotta know.” 

 “Yeah,” Vance said softly. He looked at the others. 
“Frost is my legal guardian. Because I killed my dad. Going 
with you guys, I‟m risking serious jail time.” He shook his 
head. “I always felt like I had to hold back. Like I was this 
dangerous thing. But I guess… I guess tonight puts that in 
perspective.” He shook his head. “I‟m not just doing this for 
me,” he said quietly. “I‟m doing it for Banner too.” 

 “This is great,” Pryde said, “but we gotta figure out 
what we‟re going to do about the warehouse tomorrow. 
Banner described it pretty good. Let‟s come up with a plan.” 

 “Right,” Rich said, shaking off the mood. “Okay. 
Roberto, how about you come in through the underground 
access. Up to the back door. Skids, they won‟t know who 
you are. Maybe you could bluff your way in the front door. 
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Now here‟s the map Banner drew us. If you head over here,” 
he said, pointing. 

 Outside, a stoic man crouched in a tree, recording every 
word… 

 

May 7 

 Bright mid-morning sun shone down as Skids 
approached the front door of the warehouse, mounting the 
steps. She noisily chewed her gum, and leaned on the rail. 
Her revealing tube top and mini skirt along with her battered 
leather jacket and spike heels made her an attractive picture 
indeed. She buzzed the intercom, and inspected her bright 
red nails. 

 The door opened, and a man in a gray jumpsuit stood in 
the doorway. “Can I help you, miss?” he said sternly. 

 “Yeah maybe,” she replied. “See, last night I saw this 
cop, and he asst me if I saw anybody leave the big fight at the 
construction site? An I did, he tol me you people would buy 
that info.” She lazily blew a big bubble with the gum and let 
it pop, taking her time licking her lips and examining the man 
in the jumpsuit. 

 “Remember the cop‟s name?” the man asked. 

 “Ed or somethin,” she replied. “He had a really tight 
butt.” She grinned mischievously. 

 “I think you‟d better come inside,” the man nodded, 
stepping out of the way. Skids vanished into the building 
behind him. 

 “So far so good,” Rich muttered, watching with cheap 
binoculars they had bought last night. He was on a roof two 
blocks down. “So… if Roberto is in position, that leaves us 
batting cleanup,” he muttered. 

 “Do you really think Roberto can find anything on their 
computers?” Vance asked, worried. 
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 “He said his father taught him how to make computers 
do what he wants them to, and he‟s not above using threats,” 
Rich shrugged. “I say let him give it a try.” 

 “Besides,” Angel murmured, “Pryde is ghosting Skids. 
She might be able to find something out that way, or at the 
very least get her out if things go wrong.” 

 “So glad we thought this through,” Vance said 
mournfully, shaking his head. 

* 

 Roberto crept under a security camera, waiting until it 
pointed the other direction. He darted to the next. It 
reminded him of the heady thrill of escaping his father‟s 
house when he had been a small boy. It seemed even easier. 

 At the end of the hallway, he flexed; once again he grew 
dark, darker, until he was a three dimensional silhouette 
crackling with strength. He gripped the door, and tugged just 
enough to break the lock. He swung it open. 

 Just in time to see the gun barrel whip up. 

 Before he could react, two bullets punched into his 
throat, one through his eye. He staggered, stumbled back, 
collapsed. 

 Ebony holstered the pistol and drew a long knife. 

 “Let‟s just make sure you don‟t pull a Wormhole on 
me,” he muttered as the last of the energy flickered and 
sparked from Roberto da Costa‟s dead form. 

* 

 “Right in here, miss,” the man in the jumpsuit said. He 
opened the door and stepped back. Skids gasped as the two 
men with rifles opened fire; their bullets screamed through 
her, and she stumbled back. 

 Then she turned and sprinted for the door, unhurt. The 
exit slammed and energized. 
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 A field sprang up around Skids. “We okay in here?” she 
asked breathlessly. A hand came out of hers, made the “ok” 
sign, and blended back in. Skids twitched a bit, thinking of 
Pryde merged with her. Then she sprinted for the crates as 
soldiers came racing after her. 

 

 Outside, Vance jumped to his feet. “Gunfire,” he said 
grimly. 

 “Are you sure?” Rich asked. 

 Vance stared at him, white with fury. “We have to do 
something,” he said. 

 

 Skids ran for the door, then gracefully t-stopped. “It‟s 
electrified, isn‟t it,” she said breathlessly. 

 Pryde slipped out of her, through her field, to stand 
next to her. “It is,” she said. She spun around as fifteen 
soldiers cut off their retreat, so their back was to the door. 

 One of them fired a peculiar front-heavy gun; filaments 
whirled out, drifting into Pryde‟s space, rubbing down along 
the force field. 

 The electricity kicked in, and the teens screamed. 

 With a mighty wrench, the door was torn from its 
housing; as it clattered across the street, a human figure 
zoomed towards the incapacitated women. 

 “Good work, Vance!” Rich shouted as he plowed 
through the filaments and into the troops, knocking six of 
them away as he flung himself sideways and let his body 
crash into them along its full length. As they were blasted 
back, he whooped up towards the ceiling as two miniguns 
trained on him and spun their barrels up. 

 He darted behind crates as streams of hot lead blazed 
after him. He managed to outpace their swivel, flying around 
one so the bullets of the other knocked it down. Meanwhile, 
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a burst of invisible force sent most of the rest of the soldiers 
sprawling. The remaining troops opened fire on Pryde and 
Skids, who were unaffected.  

 Then a grenade tackked down right between them; they 
had a mere moment to react— 

 A wash of fire blazed from the grenade, spattering all 
over, covering everything on the floor. Soldiers screamed as 
they were caught in the streamers of flame. 

 “Two more,” Ebony grinned. He leveled his rifle at the 
acrobatic flier and pulled the trigger. 

 Rich felt the bang of the bullet ricocheting off his 
skull—he lost track of which way he was going, where the 
ground was. Disoriented, he flew slam bang into the glass 
booth in the corner of the warehouse. 

 “I love my job,” Ebony mused as he trotted up the 
stairs, flipping the bolt action on the rifle to eject the shell 
and load another. 

 He got as far as the top of the stairs when he saw two 
soldiers crash out through the glass windows, falling all the 
way to the concrete floor below. He dropped to one knee, 
raising the rifle, ready for Rich to show himself. 

 The door popped open, and Rich zoomed out. He 
carried a soldier in front of him; Ebony fired, drilling the 
soldier, but the bullet lost too much force to hurt Rich.  

 Rich swung the soldier, smacking Ledge, knocking him 
back to rebound from the wall and drop to a pile of crates, 
rolling from there to the floor. 

 Smarting, he turned to look over the crates to see where 
Rich was. He was pushed from behind; he felt a strange 
sense of dislocation, and he flung out his hands to stop his 
fall. 

 They went into the floor, along with his toes, before he 
regained his solidity. 
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 “Whu?” he managed, the horror about to strike him. 

 “Murdering son of a bitch,” Pryde snarled, and she 
began savagely kicking his ribs and head. He struggled, 
merged with the floor, but couldn‟t defend himself. She 
knocked the wind out of him before he could call for help. 

 “Floor‟s not electric,” she explained as she picked up a 
crowbar. She slammed it into his ribs, his back, over and 
over and over. 

 “Self-destruct, thirty seconds,” purred a soft, feminine 
voice over the loudspeakers. “Thirty. Twenty eight. Twenty 
six.” 

 An explosion rocked Pryde back off her feet, and she 
fled through a stack of crates as a swarthy man with an 
impassive face dropped next to Ebony, who was barely 
conscious. He pulled out a sharp spear, and got to work. 

 Meanwhile, Skids staggered to a skating run, zipping 
away as gunfire roared after her and a grenade sent her 
sprawling. Rich knocked a pile of crates over on his way out, 
toppling on some troops. He hoped Pryde made it, but there 
was no time to— 

 An explosion rocked the neighborhood as the 
warehouse went up in flames. 

 The survivors escaped into the city as the wail of sirens 
came closer. 

* 

 The motel room‟s door opened, and Rich supported 
Pryde in. He slung her over to sit on the bed. Vance lowered 
himself gingerly into a chair, Skids slumped in the other 
chair. Angelica was the last one in, and she closed the door. 

 “So,” Rich said, just for something to say. “No 
Roberto.” 
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 “They knew we were coming,” Pryde said, withering. 
“He might have survived. But I doubt it. If it hadn‟t been for 
me, Skids wouldn‟t have survived either.” 

 Rich rubbed his face. “Man,” he murmured. 

 “Frost is going to kill us,” Vance pointed out. 

 “Look, shut up about Frost, okay?” Rich snapped. 
“This is way beyond her. Okay, so we failed. But we did find 
a top-secret installation in New York. I mean, what the hell?” 

 “And we don‟t know what else to do,” Angelica said. 
She slowly shook her head. “I think we kicked a wasp nest. 
We had better head back to the school before this gets any 
worse. We have no idea how to find the people that were 
behind this.” 

 “Actually, we do,” Skids murmured.  

 Rich watched her alertly. “We do?” 

 She nodded. “The end of March, they attacked and 
killed my family.” 

 Stunned, the teenagers all looked at Skids. 

 “Holy crap,” Vance said. “Your family?” 

 “More or less,” Skids nodded. “When I was a kid I had 
a hard life. I grew up pretty much on the streets, and did a lot 
of things I‟m not proud of.” She took a deep breath. “One 
day my greatest secret wish came true and nobody could 
touch me. So I was a freak, an outcast, I almost starved to 
death. Then I found these people, who lived under the 
streets. They called themselves the Morlocks, out of some 
book one of them read once. Different people, like us. Ugly, 
deformed, with strange… powers and stuff. Well, they took 
me in. That‟s where I met Leech. Life was good. Until the 
end of March. The end of a lot of things,” she said bitterly. 

 “Yeah?” Rich prompted. 

 “Our leader was a woman named Callisto. She had an 
old grudge against somebody named Darkholme. They got in 
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a big fight in the Alley, a secret hall under New York where 
the Morlocks lived. Darkholme and her gunners killed 
everybody they could find, and then some. I barely escaped 
with my life, thanks to the timely intervention of a stranger.” 
Tears filled her eyes. 

 “I asked him to take me away from it, from the killing 
and the… so many of my friends died. Killed for no reason. 
But they built a base where we lived.” 

 “You think it‟s the same people?” Rich asked 
breathlessly. 

 She nodded, a tear spilling out of her eye. “The ugly 
man with the spears that blow up. He was there. And the guy 
that was shooting at you, Rich. Him too. We didn‟t get a 
good look at the one that was fighting Banner, but… but I 
think he‟s the one that was scalping people.” 

 “Holy crap,” Vance breathed. 

 “So,” Rich said carefully, “you think Callisto is still 
around? And the Morlocks?” 

 “Yeah, Callisto got away,” Skids nodded, letting the 
tears roll. “A few Morlocks survived. But I just couldn‟t… I 
couldn‟t be reminded every day.” 

 “What happened to the guy who rescued you?” Angel 
asked sympathetically. 

 “He died in an explosion in Hell‟s Kitchen a couploe 
weeks later,” Skids whispered. “Scuse me.” She turned and 
put her face in a pillow, and quietly sobbed. Angel sat on the 
bed next to her and gently stroked her frictionless field. 

 “I thought I had it tough,” Rich muttered. “Well, there 
it is. We have a way to find out more. Me? I think we‟ve 
come too far to back out now.” 

 “What do we have to lose before you‟re willing to cut 
your losses?” Pryde asked. 



 

   205 

 “Yeah,” Vance added. “Roberto was our guest. He 
wouldn‟t even have been there with us if we hadn‟t gotten 
him off the hook. I feel pretty damn responsible.” He left his 
next thought unsaid as he watched Rich with accusing eyes. 

 “Well if you go back to Frost you can get all the 
punishment you want,” Rich shot back. “Look, I‟m going to 
take this to the next level. Skids, will you introduce me? To 
the Morlocks?” 

 She looked up. “Gee, I don‟t know, Rich,” she said. 
“They‟re not… friendly. I don‟t even know if they want to 
see me again.” 

 Rich stood. “What if I promise to do my level best to 
get them the Alley back?” He flexed. 

 “Maybe then,” Skids said. “Maybe then.” 

 “This is crazy,” Angelica said carefully. “We‟re in 
enough trouble. They knew we were coming somehow. 
We‟re probably being followed right now. I half expect a 
grenade to come through the window at any point.” 

 “That‟s why we have to do this!” Rich said. “Like you 
said, we kicked the wasp nest. If we don‟t follow this 
through, then they‟ll be after us! Better we take the initiative 
then get tracked down one by one and nabbed when we least 
expect it. You heard what Banner said. We‟re experiments. 
Don‟t you think they‟ll want to see how we turned out? Do 
you want to be a lab rat? Cause I have a life I want to live.” 

 “So did Roberto,” Angelica pointed out gently. “If we 
explain to Frost what happened, I‟m sure she—” 

 “I don’t trust Frost,” Rich said, his eyes intense. “Can you 
be sure she won‟t turn us over as soon as we go to her for 
help?” 

 Silence. 

 “Okay then,” Rich said. “Angel, honey, if you want to 
go home to your family I‟ll understand. But, see, my family 
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doesn‟t want to see me ever again. Vance here has nobody 
but Frost. Pryde came from an orphanage, for Chrissake. 
And Skids? Homeless when Frost picked her up.” He paused 
for emphasis. “Maybe for the rest of us, this is all we have 
left. To find this out, so we can get on with living and not 
keep an eye out over our shoulders for the past sneaking up 
on us all the time.” 

 “I don‟t give a damn,” Pryde clarified. “I think you are 
all nuts. Off your rockers. Plumb crazy. Bonkers.” 

 Rich took a moment to compose himself. “The rest of 
you can figure this out. I want to wait until it gets dark, then 
go with Skids. Find the Morlocks. And offer my services. 
Because I‟ve been itching to hit back against the things that 
have been putting me down my whole life, and finally here‟s 
something that‟s clear cut. These are the bad guys, people. 
Now maybe it‟s the luck of the draw that made me the 
captain for the Heroes. Maybe it isn‟t. But I sure want to live 
up to it.” He took a deep breath, let it out. “Gotta get some 
air,” he said. 

 He left, and the room was oddly quiet. 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY TWO 

 Ebony groaned as he was dumped on the floor. 
Harpoon stared at the big ugly man with the bad mustache. 
“We didn‟t get them all,” he said laconically. 

 “What happened,” Garrett demanded. 

 “Girl stuck him in the ground and kicked him,” 
Harpoon said. Blocks of concrete were on Ebony‟s hands 
and feet. “Chopped him loose, got out before it blew.” 

 “How many did you kill?” Garrett asked, holding on to 
his temper. 

 “Roberto. The sparkly one there. And the girl Skids.” 
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 “And?” Garrett said. “Mister Artist of Death didn‟t 
more than a couple?” 

 “They didn‟t all come in,” Harpoon said. “Maybe I got 
the runt girl. Pryde. Maybe.” 

 “Dammit,” Garrett grunted. “Ship Ebony off to the 
western base, see if they can put him back together. 
Everybody else, active duty. We‟ve got to round up a posse 
and hunt down these Inborns. I‟m ready to see an end to 
them.” 

 “Won‟t do any good,” said a reedy voice from the 
doorway. “I‟ll be dead by this time tomorrow. Many of you 
will be also.” 

 Garrett grimly ignored her. 

* 

 Rich splashed through the clotted and dank service 
corridor, squinting in the dim light of the caged, bare bulbs 
set at intervals in the brickwork. “I had no idea there were so 
many tunnels down here,” he muttered. 

 “This is nothing,” Skids shrugged. “See, people keep 
building. And they‟re so focused on the money that nobody 
cares about the leftovers. We take the leftovers and cobble 
them together. We can get anywhere,” she confided in him. 
“There‟s a whole other city under the streets. If we hadn‟t 
gathered in the Alley, then they never could have gotten us.” 

 “So when do we run into these sentries you 
mentioned?” he asked, wondering why he was whispering. 

 “Soon,” she nodded. 

 A few minutes later, she came to a metal door. She 
rapped on it, six times, in a pattern. The door opened, and a 
man with an eyebrow grown over one eye peered at her. He 
clutched a rust-spotted uzi. 

 “Bowler,” she said, “remember me? Skids?” She smiled. 
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 “Skids,” he repeated. He nodded, pointing his gun at 
Rich. 

 “Rich Rider,” Skids said quickly. “He‟s a friend. I 
brought him to talk to Callisto. About revenge.” 

 “Callisto didn‟t do nothing to him.” Bowler scowled, 
making him look oddly uglier. 

 “I‟m here to help you get the Alley back,” Rich clarified. 

 Bowler blinked. 

 “Wait here,” he grunted. He slung the door shut, and 
vanished into the darkness on the other side. 

 “Cross your fingers,” Skids said nervously. “This is 
where we find out how it‟s going to go.” 

 “You understand why I‟m doing this, don‟t you?” he 
said after a long pause. 

 “Not really,” she shrugged. “I don‟t want to know who 
my parents are. I don‟t want to know how I got this force 
field. It‟s brought me more trouble than happiness.” 

 “At least you want to get revenge for the attack on the 
Alley, right?” Rich asked, nettled. 

 She looked him in the eye. “I lost a lot of friends that 
day,” she said quietly. “Why would I want to lose more?” 

 “Then why are you even helping me?” he demanded. 

 She smiled shyly. “I‟m scared of Frost,” she admitted. 
“She‟s a really cool lady, but when she‟s mad… I don‟t want 
her to get mad at me. So I‟m kind of scared to go back. 
And…” She looked away. “Does a girl need a reason for 
everything?” she asked quietly, peering down the darkness of 
the tunnel. 

 “I guess not,” Rich said, noting that women made 
absolutely no sense whatsoever. 

 A few minutes later, the door was hauled open, and 
Bowler was back. 
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 “Put da bag on yer head.” 

 Skids nodded, so Rich put the bag over his head. 

 Afterwards, he spent what felt like an eternity sloshing 
and stumbling through sewers, access corridors, and 
forgotten sub-basements. The stink of human waste and rats 
hung in the air, along with molding brick and seepage. 
Finally, he was dragged to a halt, the bag removed from his 
head. 

 He stood in a subway station, very old. Clearly unused. 
At least, by subways. 

 Standing before him was a handful of ragged, thin, 
mean-looking vagrants. The one in the middle was a wiry, 
tough woman with a mane of dark hair, a pinched face, and 
an eyepatch. Her guards were equally or more strange, and all 
of them looked experienced in the ways of killing. 

 “I am Callisto,” she said, “and these are my people. You 
want to attack the Alley?” 

 “I‟m Rich Rider,” he said, feeling very strange. “I do 
want to attack the Alley. Drive out the Project, let you take it 
back over. I need your help.” 

 “How can you help?” 

 “My friends and I have been knocking Project agents 
down, we blew up the satellite base.  We are going to punish 
them.” 

 “You a fighter?” she asked, squinting at him. 

 “Yeah,” he grinned. 

 She nodded. “Knock down these five, and we‟ll talk.” 
The five bodyguards stepped forward. 

 “Bring it on,” Rich nodded. 

 One of them lunged, whipping out a knife. Rich darted 
back and up, hovering in the air. They stared slack-jawed, 
and he zipped down to knock two of them across the room. 
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One drove a knife into his back, and it skidded away leaving 
him unhurt. A backhand sent the unfortunate sailing away, 
and Rich spun to the remaining two  

 One lashed out with a chain. The chain slammed across 
his head, and he darted forward and pushed the thug so he 
flew through the air and slammed off a pillar. The last one 
slashed at Rich with a sword. Rich sidestepped and shoulder-
checked him off the platform to clatter down sprawling on 
the tracks. 

 “Like that?” Rich asked, not even short of breath. 

 “Let‟s talk,” Callisto grinned. 

* 

 The low space was cozy with lamps of all descriptions. 
The ceiling was too low to stand, but everyone was 
comfortably seated on cushions. Callisto was reclining in 
state. To her side were two others; one a man in a crusty 
black mask and suit, the other a lanky, rangy woman with 
worls and spurs of bone punching through her skin here and 
there. 

 “Missed you, Skids,” Callisto said. “Surface world 
everything you remember?” 

 “Worse,” Skids said, hanging her head. “A powerful one 
saw my field, got me and Leech in a school. Thought it was 
good. Found it was bad. Wheels and wheels, shadows and 
plots.” She shook her head. 

 “What?” Rich said, puzzled. 

 “There‟s a way you speak here, beneath things,” she 
muttered. “Go with it.” 

 “Right,” he sighed. 

 “Others you‟ve got?” Callisto mentioned. 

 “Maybe so, maybe no,” Skids replied. “Deciding, 
decision. Life or death, after all.” 
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 “Right you are,” Callisto agreed. “Say we attack. How to 
do it?” She turned. “Wilson?” 

 “I know how I‟d do it,” said the faintly muffled voice of 
the masked man. “You been kicking them in their 
government issue crotchless panties, am I right?” he said, 
pointing his mask at Rich. 

 “Uh, yeah,” he said.  

 “Right. So we pop into the sickbay and wipe out any 
half-finished agent burritos before we drop a surprise and 
maybe some nerve gas in the command center. Then we go 
around the mulberry bush and pop all the weasels.” 

 “Is, that, um, normal too?” Rich muttered to Skids. 

 “He‟s new,” she shrugged. 

 “So you‟ve kept up on their defenses, right?” Rich said. 

 “Sort of,” Wilson shrugged. “See, they send hunting 
parties after us. So it‟s fun sometimes to go piss on their 
security cameras, just to let them know we‟re still down here 
and as pungent as ever. I think they‟ve sort of given up on 
getting Callisto. Or maybe they‟re waiting for more troops. 
The more the merrier down here, I say. Not much room to 
dodge. You send a couple hundred bullets down the hallway, 
you gotta hit something.” He turned to Callisto. “I just stole a 
crate of grenades. Can we please attack the Alley? I need to 
use some of them up or Sarra is going to start hiding them. 
She thinks I spend too much time polishing them. I think a 
well shined grenade makes a better impression.” 

 Callisto thought it over. “Here‟s the speak, so listen 
close,” she said finally. “Callisto herself will go, and take 
Wilson. Volunteers ten, guns all, ready to shoot and run. 
Then Flyboy and Skids and their friends. Seek the called. So I 
say.” 

 “What about me?” Sarra said. “I volunteer.” 
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 “Should I find the shadow ready for me there, then 
someone to lead I gotta leave,” Callisto said. “You are spirit 
of my own, my love, and I leave you to rule should revenge 
find me before I find revenge.” 

 “So,” Wilson said. “Skids, bring him back here by noon 
tomorrow with whatever friends you all can bring, and we‟ll 
make Project chop saki. It‟ll be fun. A story to tell the 
grandkids, about when you blew up the international death 
merchants, back around the turn of the century.” 

 “I think that‟s our cue,” Rich said to Skids. 

 They left. 

 

May 8 

 “Thanks for coming, you guys,” Rich said the next day 
as the group tread through the passages on their way to the 
rendezvous. “It means a lot to me.” 

 “We all have our reasons,” Vance said shortly. He had 
bruising around his eyes, and one arm still in a plastic cast. 
Kitty had bandages over some burn marks, but nothing 
serious. Angelica had changed the bandage over the wound 
Maria had opened on her chest and shoulder. Rich was 
bruised a bit, but nothing that would slow him down. 

 They rounded a corner to see Wilson. He had four 
pistols strapped on, and a submachine gun, a bandoleer of 
grenades, and a couple knives. The mask was bent out of 
shape by his grin underneath it. 

 “I brought the toys,” he said. “Ready to play?” 

 “Are all those guns for you?” Angelica asked, surprised. 

 “I go through ammo like a woodpecker goes through 
siding,” Wilson said. “Now. Let‟s rock and roll. Callisto is 
already waiting.” 

* 
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 “The sick bay will be the first target,” the old woman 
said tonelessly. “Then the command center, through a way 
no one knows. Harpoon will die by his own hand, after I am 
killed. As for you,” she continued. 

 “No,” Garrett snapped. “Keep it to yourself. I want to 
find out my fate on my own,” he said. “Now go back to your 
quarters and lie down.” 

 “But my time is so short,” she said dreamily, “and that 
makes the air itself seem sweet.” 

 “Fine. Stay out here in the sweet air,” Garrett muttered.  
“You,” he said to a technician. “Any luck raising 
Darkholme?” 

 “No sir,” the tech replied. “She‟s not checking her 
messages.” 

 “Or she‟s ignoring me,” Garrett muttered. “Alright, 
fine. Fine. Triple the guard in the sick bay. Get Hunter 
prepped and alerted. Let‟s get this started. If anybody is even 
coming,” Garrett said, feeling foolish. “Prep the exosuits, 
too. Three of them on the central Concourse of the Alley.” 

 “You won‟t have to listen to me much longer,” Adler 
reassured Garrett. “It‟s been a good life,” she added 
reflectively. 

 Garrett stalked out of the command center. 

* 

 Callisto hunched in the near darkness watching her 
pocket watch. “Now they‟re releasing the rats,” she said with 
a satisfied smile. “Give it a minute, then we go in.” 

 “Rats?” Vance said, wrinkling his nose. 

 “Big ones,” Callisto agreed with a slightly mad smile. 
“Into their vent network. Play havoc with security systems.” 

 “And they‟ll probably shut them down,” Rich said as 
understanding dawned. 
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 “At least they won‟t see where we‟re coming from,” 
Callisto chuckled with a wink. 

 A minute later, Wilson stood. “Recipe for terror and 
chaos soufflé. Two Glocks with hollow points, a grenade 
launcher, and a madly sexy warrior beast. Apply to sick bay 
for thirty seconds. Rinse out remains. Serve hot hot hot!” He 
grinned. “Be right back.” Then he crawled into the shaft 
alone. 

 “Should we be going with him?” Rich asked nervously. 

 “He needs to get this out of his system,” Callisto 
explained. “Let the man work.” 

* 

 “Tracking systems are going nuts,” the sergeant said, 
eyeing the wall panel with disgust. “Something has the rats all 
riled up.” 

 “I‟m glad they can‟t come in through the laser grids,” 
the officer nodded. He shivered a bit. “They have a lot of 
diseases.” 

 “Well, at least we‟re in the sick bay.” The sergeant 
looked over the ten soldiers in the confined space. “This is 
ridiculous. They aren‟t going to attack here. At least, not for 
long.” 

 Something clattered in the vent. They paused, looking 
up at the vent, puzzled. 

 “That sounded like—” 

 The sharp bang of the detonating grenade wiped out 
the laser grids in the air shaft, blew the end clean off, and 
scattered the troops. As they sought cover, their eardrums 
were too violated to hear the zipping whizz of a figure sliding 
down the ruptured shaft. Wilson dropped into the smoke, 
pistols barking, soldiers flying back in sprays of bone and 
hair and blood. As ropy gore slapped against the walls and 
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floor, Wilson rolled out of the way and popped up, mentally 
counting bullets as the guns spat and bucked. 

 A blade fired past him as he whirled, kicking off the 
floor and sailing through the air sideways, firing his last three 
bullets. 

 One caught Hunter in the forehead, another in the 
nose, and the last in the throat. The combined spray of the 
contents of his head and neck slapped against the wall 
behind him as his dark mind was finally revealed to the dim, 
smoky light of the sick bay. 

 Wilson hit the ground, twirled to his feet, and stared 
around through the smoke from his guns and grenade. 
Hunter fell forward and clattered to the floor, dead. 

 Wilson moved fast. He duct taped a grenade to the door 
frame, stretched the wire attached to its pin across ten 
centimeters above the floor, and slapped it to the other side 
with another strip of tape. Then he was up, moving as 
running combat boots carried reinforcements closer. 

 He might have let out a mad giggle as he dove up and 
pulled himself into the air shaft. Any further sound was 
covered by the explosion as the troops poured through the 
doorway to the sick bay, not noticing the click of the pin 
popping loose. 

* 

 Garrett stared at the smoke billowing out of the sick 
bay. “Casualty report,” he said thickly. 

 “Hard to say, sir,” the tech reported. “At least fifteen 
dead, and a minimum of ten wounded.” He collapsed, dead. 

 Garrett stared at him in alarm. “Grabe, are you alright?” 
he said. He approached him, then froze, staring around. 

 Almost as one, the rest of the techs and soldiers 
collapsed. They were all dead; Garrett‟s cybernetic systems 
told him that much at once. His diagnostics ran a quick scan. 
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 “Nerve gas,” he whispered, chilled. He was protected, 
of course; the only human flesh he had left was his brain, and 
it was well shielded from atmospheric conditions. He swore 
softly, then lay down awkwardly on the ground. 

 Let them think him dead. 

 What was their next move? His eyes strayed to Adler, 
who sat composed in her chair, eyes closed as if she was 
simply sleeping… 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY THREE 

 “Lockdown set up on the command center?” Wilson 
demanded. 

 “Everything is going smoothly,” Callisto assured him. 
“The pressure seals kicked on and are holding the gas in. 
Ready to take on the Concourse?” 

 “Kill everything that moves,” Wilson replied.  

 Stepping over the bodies of the guards that had been 
killed by blades in a very quiet fashion, Wilson fired a grapple 
to the roof of the Concourse. Then, he pushed himself free, 
swinging down over the floor. 

 As he swung, he fired the submachine gun one bullet at 
a time. Each bullet caught a startled soldier or tech, sending 
them flying. The room was already in significant confusion, 
and as Callisto slid down from the gap, Rich realized this was 
the time to strike. 

 “This is horrible,” Angelica said, pale. “All the 
killing…” 

 “Stay here with her,” Vance said grimly to Skids. “Just 
back us up if something goes wrong.” He turned his 
attention to the battle below. 

 “Might as well get this started,” Pryde muttered, and she 
slid down through the floor, out of sight. 
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 The chudding stutter of heavy cannons rattled through 
the air of the concourse, and Wilson let go of his cable and 
flailed, crashing down to roll behind a wrecked golf cart that 
had been pulling a wagon of supplies. Three suits of power 
armor lumbered out of a corridor, blasting away at the cover 
the attackers dove for. 

 One of the suits suddenly pivoted with a telekinetic 
shove, blowing the back of another to ribbons. It quit 
shooting, but the damage was done; the armor toppled over 
and blew up, sending the other two suits staggering back. 
Rich streaked down and slammed into one, knocking it 
further off balance. It crashed over, and he expertly flipped it 
so its gun systems faced the floor. It struggled to rise. 

 Pryde ghosted up behind the other as it drew a bead on 
Rich; most unexpectedly, it fell into the floor until only the 
top of the cockpit emerged from the concrete. 

 Like a comet, a blazing spear lashed down from a 
balcony. Pryde looked up, shocked, too stunned to avoid the 
energy blast— 

 The harpoon curved up through the air and streaked 
back toward the source as Vance sagged against the doorway 
of the balcony where he watched, focusing on telekinetically 
re-directing the spear. Harpoon leaped from the balcony 
across the Concourse, but he wasn‟t fast enough. The spear 
arced and thudded into him, then detonated. Gory gobbets 
of seared flesh sprayed away from the blast. 

 Gunfire chattered in the hallways that lead away from 
the Concourse as the Morlocks opened fire on those trying 
to escape. There would be no survivors today, not if they 
could help it. 

 This was a war crime. A massacre. Revenge. Justice, at 
least as the Morlocks saw it. And it would be complete. 

 Pryde sank the remaining power armor into the floor 
and left it. She looked around, and Rich stood at her side also 
taking in the battlefield. 
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 The battle had been startlingly short and complete. 
Wilson was ducking and weaving around the Concourse, 
hunting out pockets of survivors and slamming bullets 
through them until they were dead. Callisto stood in the 
center of the field of carnage and threw her head back; her 
grating, savage laugh was gleeful as it underpinned the 
screams of the dying and the rattle and crack of gunfire. 

 “You know,” Pryde said to Rich, “I‟m less swayed by 
your speech about us being the good guys and them being 
the bad guys. In case you were wondering.” 

 “I wasn‟t,” Rich muttered. “Okay, let‟s see about getting 
the nerve gas cleared out so we can see the computers.” 

 “Hey!” Wilson yelled from halfway down the 
Concourse. “I found a bazooka! Woo!” He raised it, pointing 
it towards the command center. 

 “No!” Rich yelled, sprinting towards him. But it was too 
late. The rocket fired, streaked towards the command center, 
detonated on the armored plexiglass front. The explosion 
ripped the window to bits, shattering all the glass in the 
control room. 

 “Dammit!” Rich raged. “We came here to raid the 
computer banks! What the hell are you doing? You buffoon!” 

 “Hey, buffoon, me like,” Wilson said, “as long as you 
meant it in a friendly way and not a way that requires me to 
reload this rocket launcher.” 

 “Are there any other Extechop bases?” Pryde asked. 

 “Now, these are sad times, that such naughty words 
come from the mouth of one so young,” Wilson mugged, 
half serious. “What are you all really after?” 

 “Nothing a Morlock would know anything about,” Rich 
said, clenching his jaw as his vision blurred. They had been 
so close. 
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 “Well, don‟t take it all so hard, little camper,” Wilson 
said jovially as gunfire spat and crackled sporadically in the 
surrounding tunnels. “Up until a couple months ago, I was 
an Extechop agent myself. And believe me, you don‟t want 
to see their skin care products. This mask, sexy as it is, serves 
a utilitarian function of limiting the amount of vomit casual 
viewers deposit on my elegant outfit.” 

 “You are really, really weird,” Pryde said cautiously. 

 “Look,” Rich said. “My high-powered friends and I are 
a result of a Project experiment, Inborn. We have matching 
birthmarks. We figured maybe the computer banks would 
have some information on it, that‟s all.” His voice was 
hoarse, terse. “Where is the Extechop main base?” 

 “You‟re standing in it,” Wilson said. “But it‟s relatively 
new, as of this summer. Before that, they had this Chicken of 
the Sea base in one of the Great Lakes, outside Duluth.” He 
paused. “Tell ya what. The place got blown up on New 
Year‟s Day, there‟s nothing there now. I know because I was 
there when it happened. Project bases are really, really 
dangerous places to be,” he confided, glancing around. 
“Anyhoo, to thank you for your help, we can jaunt to Canada 
and I can set you up with the mini-sub I stole from them 
when I escaped. How‟s that? You can go down and have a 
look for yourself. Get a souvenir. „I visited the busted ass 
Project base, and all I got was this lousy chunk of twisted 
wreckage.‟ Well, it‟d fit on an extra-large shirt.” 

 “Do you think that we might find something?” Rich 
asked, hope searing him once more. 

 “How the hell should I know?” Wilson protested. “This 
is your secret fetish. Mine mostly involve handcuffs, firearms, 
and rubber chickens. So who am I to judge?” he shrugged. 

 “Let‟s get everybody together,” Rich said in a low voice. 
“We gotta sort this out.” 

* 
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 The five teenagers huddled over a row of tables in the 
corner of the McDonalds, the lunch crowd swirling around 
them. 

 Rich took a bite out of his Big Mac and chewed, staring 
at his fries. 

 “This is horrible,” Angelica whispered. “Like some kind 
of nightmare. I wanted to go to Cats, it‟s playing this 
afternoon…” she trailed off. 

 “Fact is, we can‟t make it to Canada and go on some 
mini-sub dive and get back before we have to report to the 
Academy,” Pryde said flatly. “I can‟t believe I went this far. 
I‟m out.” She stood. “Good luck, Rich. I hope you find what 
you‟re after.” She turned her back and walked away, and Rich 
didn‟t have the heart to call after her. 

 “Why are you still here?” he asked Angelica. 

 “I… I don‟t know,” she replied. “I guess… I‟m tired of 
being out of control. And… and I‟m out of control right 
now. I got shuffled from school to school, all private 
schools, because when I was in danger or too much stress I 
couldn‟t keep my power under control. I‟ve been hidden, 
even though I didn‟t know how to hide. And… this once, I 
guess I want to get to the bottom of it. And maybe I‟m tired 
of being hidden. I don‟t know, it‟s stupid,” she sighed, 
looking at the lid of her drink. She deliberately pushed the 
thin plastic domes in. 

 Skids stood. “I‟m sorry,” she whispered. She turned and 
slipped away through the crowd, following Pryde. 

 Vance glanced at Angelica, and Rich. “Besides,” he said 
with half a smile. “This is a lot easier knowing that it‟s all a 
bad dream and we‟ll wake up tomorrow.” He wasn‟t sure 
himself whether he was joking or not. 

 “Why are you still here, Vance?” Rich asked. His voice 
was subdued. He didn‟t touch his fries. 
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 Vance leaned back on the hard plastic bench. “You 
make me feel like a hero, Rich,” was all he said in reply. 

 Rich nodded. “Let‟s go find Wilson,” he said. 

* 

 “Don‟t worry about a thing,” Wilson chirped as they 
zoomed along the two-lane road at unsafe speeds. “I know a 
half dozen ways to get across the highly-fortified Canadian 
border, passports or no. So we‟ll get up there in no time flat. 
By tomorrow afternoon you can be singing Beatles songs and 
tooling along in your black and gray submarine.” 

 Vance and Angelica slept in the back seat. Rich watched 
the mile markers flash by. He turned to Wilson. 

 “So tell me,” he said. “How did this underwater base 
blow up?” 

 “Oh, a rogue agent left and got another deal and came 
back,” Wilson said. “He was actually escaping the same day I 
got my make-over with Oil of GooAY. He found some new 
friends who were higher up on the technology food chain, 
then he came back and got his revenge. Sort of like how I got 
my revenge today. I left the Project during the original 
bloodbath, back in June. Too, you know, unsporting. Picking 
on the underdog. Don‟t like it,” he said, shaking his head. 
“Now, blowing away dozens of armed soldiers, that‟s 
another thing,” he grinned. 

 “I don‟t understand,” Rich said. 

 “It really doesn‟t matter,” Wilson shrugged. “That‟s 
always been the Project‟s biggest problem. Rogue agents. 
Logan escaped, tore the place up, I think he blew it up but I 
don‟t remember. Then Banner blew up two various bases 
whilst escaping over the course of his glorious career. Then 
Cable came back and blew it up, the underwater base. I came 
back and blew up the Alley. I wonder who will blow up the 
next one.” 
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 “The next one?” Rich retorted. “Didn‟t we get 
everybody?” 

 “You never get everybody,” Wilson sighed. “Duh.” 

 “Do you think they‟ll come after us?” Rich asked in a 
small voice. 

 Wilson managed a gurgling chuckle. “Hell yes, boy. 
Count on it.” 

 The road rolled away beneath them as the moon rose. 

* 

 Frost stood staring at Skids and Pryde. 

 “I can‟t believe it,” she said softly. “Let me get this 
straight. Manuel de la Rocha takes off into the night in a 
huff. And you don‟t call me. You decide to tackle a 
paramilitary secret organization. And you don‟t call me. 
Roberto da Costa is killed. And you don‟t call me. You decide to 
trigger a bloodbath under the streets of New York.” She 
positively shook with rage. 

 Skids and Pryde wisely kept their mouths shut. 

 Frost took a deep breath and shakily released it. “Very 
well,” she said. “Each of you to your suites. You might have 
a pleasant semester of competing against each other and never 
leaving the grounds.” She took another deep breath. 

 “The boys will probably come back,” Skids offered. 

 “They might wish they hadn‟t,” Frost murmured, her 
voice colder than her namesake. 

 

May 9 

 Frost drummed her pale fingernails on the fine finish of 
the mahogany table. "Everyone here? Everyone cozy? 
Good." Her eyes riveted the dark man at the head of the 
table in an icy stare. "I'm busy. Cut to the chase. What is this 
special meeting about?" 
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 The man at the head of the table had black hair pulled 
back into a short ponytail, his face was squarish, his dark eyes 
burning and intense. He was broad, a powerful and trim 
man. "Patience, White Queen," he said. "How is your school 
doing?" 

 The White Queen glanced around. Like the others, she 
was dressed in neo-Victorian garb, with a laced bodice of 
pale silk and sleeves that slid up her arms, stopping well short 
of the pleasing curve of her shoulders. Across from her sat a 
woman with a flare of red hair, also stunningly beautiful, but 
sheathed in black silk. To her left, the Black King. To her 
right, the White King. She narrowed her eyes. "My school is 
nationally accredited and recognized for its excellence, just as 
it was two weeks ago," she said coldly. 

 "Too bad all your new, promising students are missing," 
the Black Queen said, her own smile quite chilly. "How does 
that happen?" 

 "Just a few on leave. Temporary at best," the White 
Queen sniffed. "By the time we have our next meeting they'll 
be back. It's a practicum." 

 "Did you entrust your finances to them?" the Black 
Queen asked primly, opening a case of papers and sifting 
through them, her eyes lingering on the occasional figure. 
"Seems your portfolio has taken a considerable beating of late." 

 "It's the market," the White Queen said. "Not for the 
squeamish. There is no cause to fear, at least for those with 
the stamina and will to see it through. Is this going 
somewhere?" 

 "This report can't be right," the Black Queen said. "You 
are dealing with charges of insider trading?" 

 "Enough of this," the White Queen snapped. "Shaw!" 

 "When we are in session, you will call me the Black 
King," the dark man said. "Actually, it is most germane. As 
you are well aware, the task of the Queen is to use her 
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superior influence to exercise the will of the King. The 
King's wealth, aided by the Queen's influence, is what makes 
the Inner Council great in its subtlety." 

 Her eyes registered a spark of comprehension. "I see," 
she said. "It's like that." 

 "This all looks very sloppy," the Black Queen said, 
overlooking the sheaf of paper, eyes scanning details. Malice 
ran through her voice, a sharp tang of dark joy. 

 "My King?" the White Queen said, turning to the White 
King. He glanced away for a moment. 

 "When you came to me about joining the Inner 
Council," he said airily, "I got a rather more competent image 
of you from your boasting." 

 It got very quiet. The White King, Worthington, did not 
deign to meet the White Queen's eyes. 

 "You knew her before you met here?" the Black Queen 
purred, eyes flashing. 

 "I humored her talk of the Inner Council because I had 
heard as much from Lensherr," the White King said, his 
voice bored. "She begged for my help deposing him. Hardly 
the act of a woman tasked with furthering his will." He 
shrugged. "I decided I wanted a seat on the Inner Council, so 
I destroyed Lensherr's business as she requested, then 
opened the field for her to put the capstone on my efforts 
and pave my way." He gazed at the White Queen mildly, 
almost pityingly. 

 "Well well," Shaw murmured, his eyes merry and his 
expression grim. "These are serious charges being leveled 
against the White Queen." 

 "Don't do it," the White Queen breathed to the Black 
King. "You of all people know what I'm capable of." Her 
face was as smooth and merciless as though it had been 
carved of marble, her eyes chilling. 
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 "Only when focused," he corrected. He heaved a sigh 
and shook his head. "Which you aren't. You haven't been for 
a while now. Doing halfway jobs," he murmured, glancing at 
the White King. "Do you have confidence in your Queen?" 
he asked the fair-haired King. 

 The White King threw back his head and laughed. Even 
the Black Queen looked nervously at the White Queen, 
gauging her reaction and preparing her defenses. The White 
King regained control of himself. 

 "I have no confidence in her," he said. "She's a 
backstabbing traitor. No one likes a traitor," he said, looking 
her in the eye triumphantly, well aware that she had no 
friends here. "She betrayed the last White King. What makes 
me any different?" 

 "The list is long," she spat, "with a lot of words you'd 
have to look up." 

 "Now you're lowering yourself to personal abuse," the 
Black King said, sadly shaking his head. "I call a vote of no 
confidence." 

 It was unanimous. 

 "You got greedy," Shaw said softly, something predatory 
in his eyes. "Don't worry. We'll take over the effort to 
neutralize Magnus." 

 The White Queen imperiously stood, casting her circlet 
with its white stone to the table. "You will fail," she said, her 
voice cold. She smiled at them, a slow curving of mirthless 
lips, revealing teeth so pearly white they almost glowed. Her 
eyes bored through each of them in turn. Then she turned, 
and strode away from the table, out the door, and away from 
the Inner Council. 

 The White King eyed her circlet as the door slammed 
behind her. "I have a candidate to suggest for the vacated 
position of White Queen," he said casually. 
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 "Really! How lucky," the Black King said, amused. The 
Black Queen said nothing, biting her lip and looking slightly 
nervous as she glanced from one King to the other. 

 "She's perfect," Worthington assured them as he 
produced a large manila envelope. 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR 

 The car rolled to a stop late afternoon on Monday. 
Wilson got out and stretched, his joints popping, as the 
teenagers blearily dragged themselves out of the car. 

 “Here we are, kiddoes,” Wilson said. “Now. Vance, you 
give me a hand with this. And or Rich. Don‟t care.” He 
walked up to the boat house, let himself in.  

 Hanging from the ceiling was a miniature submarine. 
“Cute, ain‟t she? I named her Mozess, like female Moses? For 
the Exodus and all. A bunch of Jewish people leaving Egypt 
and getting totally lost somewhere sandy.” He shrugged. 
“Anyway. Go ahead and lower her into the water.” 

 Rich drifted up off the boards and flew over the sub, 
yanking the cables loose. Vance helped him lower it to the 
water. Wilson nodded, satisfied. 

 “Here, you come up here with me and I‟ll show you 
three how to run it,” he said. He cranked the top open. 

 “Whew,” he said. “Smells terrible in here. I guess it 
didn‟t air out from when I was in here last. Heh. Wonder if 
it‟s airtight!” he quipped. Wilson dropped down inside, 
glancing around at the gummy stains of blood all over the 
walls and floor. “I was kind of hurt,” he nodded. “Plasma 
through the gut. Sounds like fun, but isn‟t. Word to the 
wise.” 

 “Very helpful,” Rich said, wrinkling his nose at the stink 
as he lowered himself into the sub. The others followed. 
“How do we run it?” 
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 “Well, here‟s the depth control, the lateral controls. 
Ballast here. And, uh, pretty much turn on the system,” he 
said, flicking a switch, “and use auto pilot to return here after 
going to the pre-programmed coordinates of the base. Good 
luck, kids; I was there when that base popped, and I‟m never 
going back.” He jumped up and climbed out. “Hope you 
find what you‟re looking for!” he yelled down, then he 
slammed the hatch and jumped off the sub. 

 “Here we go,” Rich said tightly. “Battery power looks 
good, this looks pretty easy to run. So… I guess I push this.” 
He pushed a button, and the sub revved up. Then he 
watched the screen as bubbles rolled up the hull, and the sub 
lunged forward and smoothly dove. 

 “Autopilot,” Vance nodded. “Very cool.” 

 No one else had anything else to say as the sub plowed 
into the depths of the lake. 

* 

 Hours later, they felt the throbbing engines slow, and 
the controls pinged. Rich leaned forward, studying them. 
“Looks like some sort of hail or something.” He moved the 
control stick for the camera that served as a periscope. 
“Check it out,” he said softly. 

 Below them, dimly lit by dozens of small, faint lights, a 
mile or more of twisted wreckage and collapsed units lay 
discarded. 

 “Looks like an empty nest,” Rich muttered. “Damn. 
Doesn‟t look like there‟s anything left.” 

 “Well look around some,” Angelica said, irritated. “I 
mean, we came this far.” 

 “Look,” Rich said, pointing at the screen. The protocols 
of the mini-sub were cycling, looking through a list of 
airlocks for one that still worked, still paging the mission 
control for some response. 
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 “It‟s dead,” Rich sighed. “I‟m half tempted to go for a 
swim out there… I mean, I think I really could, pressure and 
all,” he said. 

 Angelica caught her breath. “Look.” 

 Rich saw a light flicker on, then off, blinking at them. 
One of the modules was set against the slope, much higher 
up than the rest. The beacon flickered. Then the computer 
pinged. 

 “Airlock found,” Rich read from the computer screen. 
“Dock?” 

 “Hell yes!” Vance said. 

 “I don‟t know, this is creepy,” Angelica disagreed. “Do 
you think… could someone be hiding down here?” 

 “Yes,” Rich said. “Someone could be hiding down here. 
But it‟s worth the risk to me.” 

 “Obviously,” Vance snapped. He sighed. “Sorry, nerves 
are shot. I say let‟s check it out.” 

 Rich didn‟t reply, he just pushed „yes‟ on the screen. 
The little sub swirled up towards the airlock, which extended 
a gripper. The sub automatically maneuvered around, and 
docked with a resounding thud and a rattle. 

 With a hiss, the airlock equalized. Rich exchanged a 
nervous glance with the other teens, then the three of them 
lined up in front of the airlock. 

 The door hissed open on the other side, and Rich 
reluctantly cycled the door on their side. They were hit by a 
chill wash of humid air that stank of rust and ooze. Slowly, 
Rich stepped forward. Vance found himself gripping 
Angelica‟s hand, and for a long moment the entire trip was 
worthwhile. 

 “Hello?” Rich said into the resonant darkness. With a 
clack, dim running lights flashed on. He followed the 
corridor to another solid bulkhead. The metal still glistened 
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wet; this area had been recently pumped out so they could 
dock here. Rich nervously swallowed. 

 The door creaked, then slid open. Warmer air breathed 
across them as they warily entered the larger module. 

 The room was sizable, over fifteen meters up to the 
ceiling and twenty meters to a side. One wall had a spacious 
screen, over a cylinder three times the size of a man. The rest 
of the room was spare, lightly furnished. A table was in the 
center, a kitchenette off to one side. Rich couldn‟t hear 
anything over the hammering of his blood in his ears as he 
looked around. 

 “Hello,” said a low, smooth, thrilling voice. He flinched, 
whirling to look back in the corner at the figure that 
languidly waited for them. 

 She was tall, for a woman. Her body seemed sheathed 
in some black fabric; not quite plastic, not quite leather. She 
had a sword across her back, a pistol at her hip. Her entire 
body was sheathed except her head. Straight black iridescent 
hair was pinned up and back in a bun, and her face was 
deathly pale, beyond pallor to whiteness. A black circle had 
been painted around her left eye, matching her black lipstick. 
She smiled; her teeth were translucent black. 

 “What is this place?” Rich demanded, his voice higher 
and more quavering than he would have liked. 

 “This is one of the Dark Lord‟s libraries,” she purred, 
her voice unsettling the teens. “He keeps blueprints here. 
Blueprints of people.” She smiled wider, and they wished she 
wouldn‟t. “Who are you? By which I mean, what are your 
names.” 

 “I‟m Richard Rider,” Rich said. 

 “Ah,” she nodded sagely. “The Inborn project. Bryant, 
onscreen,” she said. 

 The screen at the end of the room flickered to life, 
revealing a view of a library. The man standing by the shelves 



 

230 

was dressed nattily in a trim suit. His red hair was tightly 
trimmed, and his wire frame glasses flattered the shapes of 
his face. “Ah yes,” he said. “Richard Rider. He had the Carol 
Danvers strain.” 

 “Who are you?” Vance demanded. 

 “He‟s Bryant, as you heard,” the woman replied coyly. 
“My name is Beatrice.” 

 “Okay, Beatrice,” Rich said. “We‟ll give you two names 
at a time if you‟ll tell us who they are templated from.” 

 “It was so boring before you brought your puny 
demands,” she smiled. “But since you‟re all about to die, or 
worse, bring your requirements. This could be amusing. 
Barring objection?” she said, turning to Bryant. 

 “Fine with me,” he shrugged, his voice rolling from the 
speakers. 

 “This is Vance Astrovik,” Rich said, pointing, “and I 
also want to know about Sally Blevins.” 

 “Vance Astrovik,” Bryant said. “Hm… ah yes. Jean 
Gray. And as for Blevins, that would be Susan Storm.” 

 Rich pointed at Angelica. “Angelica Jones. Then 
Roberto da Costa.” 

 “Angel would be Alex Summers, same as Roberto.” 

 “But their powers aren‟t the same, or even close,” Rich 
said. 

 “They are different strains of the same power,” Bryant 
said, his voice oddly muffled. “Now you can die happy?” 

 “Die?” Rich scowled. “It may not be that simple.” 

 Beatrice chuckled. “Curiosity is amusing as far as it 
goes. But we wouldn‟t tell you these things if you were going 
to just waltz out of here. In fact, I needed to hear what you 
were based on, so I could have a sense of how to kill you the 
most efficiently.” 
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 “You have a real lack of people skills,” Rich growled. 

 “But my killing skills are something else,” Beatrice 
breathed. “Alright. For the Dark Lord. Time to buy another 
day of secrecy,” she said through a wicked smile. She 
unsheathed her short, straight sword and her silvered pistol. 

 Rich sprang at her, and she fired off a burst of plasma 
that sent packets searing through the air at him; they burst on 
impact, bathing him in searing globs of molten death. He 
shrieked, tumbling back, flaming. Vance telekinetically 
yanked a chunk of machinery out of the ceiling and slammed 
it down, but she gracefully and easily cartwheeled out of the 
way. She sent hyper-accurate shots of plasma raining at him 
as he managed to leap awkwardly out of the way to slide to a 
halt behind a massive pillar. 

 “No!” Angelica shouted, and her whole torso rippled 
with the force of the microwaves she poured towards the 
black and white assassin. 

 Beatrice fired into the stream, but the microwaves 
broke the cohesion of the plasma, spreading it to a quickly 
cooling mist that washed Angelica, only slightly hotter than 
boiling water. She screamed as she flailed back, pain 
exploding through her like nothing she had ever felt. 

 But the microwaves had done their work; Beatrice 
sagged back against the wall, breathing hard. 

 “A little help, Bryant?” she said acidly, blisters rising on 
her face. 

 “I think your killing skills have it under control,” the 
man on the screen said blandly. 

 She swore a mighty oath, then pushed herself off the 
wall, firing madly at Vance‟s cover as Rich writhed, choking 
on screams he had no breath to utter. 

 Vance‟s cover blazed, melted; she raced towards him, 
firing, readying her sword to nail him as she cleared the 
cover— 
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 Too late, she made the connection; perhaps she had 
been unwise to arm the telekinetic with molten metal. She 
sprang, and the globs of superheated metal flung themselves 
up, uncanny in their accuracy, spattering across her hands 
and face and belly. With an inhuman screech of agony, she 
slammed against the wall, her pistol spinning out of her grip. 
Vance kicked it away and snatched her sword from her 
suddenly limp hand. In a smooth motion, he brought it down 
with a wicked chop. 

 Beatrice was released from her service to the Dark 
Lord. 

 Rich sat up, coughing, unsteadily gasping for air, spent. 
Vance slid down to his knees, cradling Angelica, ignoring the 
pain from the blistering heat of her flesh as he touched her. 

 She mewled in agony. “Vance,” she choked. 

 “I‟m here,” he said, his heart swelling painfully, ready to 
burst. 

 “Did—I didn‟t kill anyone—did I?” she managed. 

 “No,” he replied. “No, your conscience is clear. You die 
a hero.” 

 “Oh, Vance,” she gasped. She feebly grasped at him. 

 Then she was still. 

 The only sound was the hissing and popping of molten 
metal, Rich‟s ragged gasps, Vance‟s unsteady breathing as he 
lowered Angelica‟s corpse to the deck plating. 

 “Touching,” Bryant noted. Their eyes turned to his 
screen. He shrugged. 

 “Sorry, but you die anyway,” he sighed. Vents slid open 
near the floor, and a powerful spray of frozen water blasted 
in with enough force to knock them flat, battered by the 
gush of water that numbed the moment it touched. 

 “You see, I was the Director of the Project, back in 
Saskatchewan,” he said as the water roared in and he 
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watched with academic interest. “When the base was 
destroyed, I almost cycled the hatch to my secret emergency 
shelter in time. But just a little, just a touch of the explosion 
got in. Enough, you see.” 

 The figure on the screen sat in a comfortable chair as 
Rich roared in pain, taking flight, carrying Vance up to 
dangle over the thrashing, gurgling chaos of water that 
frothed below them, rising with alarming speed. 

 “My desiccated body still had brain function, so the 
Dark Lord re-wired me to continue serving him. I didn‟t 
realize he was behind Extechops until after I had died, so to 
speak, but… there is a certain pleasure in knowing I‟m 
continuing the good work. I have the blueprints of people, 
you see,” he murmured conspiratorially as the water rushed 
in and Rich looked around desperately.  

 “Gotta get back to the sub!” Rich yelled over the throb 
of water. 

 “Sorry, I sank it,” Bryant said with a charming smile. 
“Did I mention you‟re going to die now?” 

 “Damn!” Rich screamed. His eyes were filled with 
horror as he looked down at Vance; he was doubly shocked 
to see a certain calmness in Vance‟s eyes. 

 “What do we do?” Rich demanded. 

 “When you‟re dead,” Bryant went on dreamily, “I‟ll 
drain the chamber, and all will be as it was. In readiness for 
the return of my Master.” The water frothed and sloshed up 
against the monitor screen. 

 “The cylinder under the screen! That‟s his body!” Vance 
yelled over the cacophony. 

 “No it isn‟t,” Bryant said sharply. 

 “So if we destroy it, the water stops?” Rich hollered, a 
desperate hope in his eyes.  

 Vance‟s eyes held no hope. Only peace. 
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 “Get out, Rich,” he said quietly, inaudibly in the 
crashing disaster of the rising water. “Get out.” 

 Taking a deep breath, he let go of Rich‟s hand and 
dropped. 

 Rich hung in the air, and in that moment something 
froze in him; something he wasn‟t sure he could ever thaw. 

 The room began to rumble. 

 Vance plunged down into the torrential currents of the 
bitterly cold water. He knew now that he had always held 
back; always had the feeling his powers were evil, made him a 
freak. But he had the whole truth now. And he had true evil 
before him. Something completed in him, something that 
had never been whole before. He reached out and grasped 
the entire module with a strength he had never imagined, 
with a grip that was infinitely greater than his hand and 
equaled only by the painful thudding expanse of his heart. He 
squeezed. 

 He lost feeling in everything but that mighty grip that 
had little to do with his body, and everything to do with his 
will. 

 Bryant‟s eyes widened in alarm. “No,” he said. “No!” 

 Rich spun and charged the hull as it creaked; the whole 
room shuddered, but with the turbulent waters and racing 
blood and searing pain that all swirled through Rich at once, 
he couldn‟t tell what was real and what was sensation. He 
plowed into the wall as hard as he could. For a moment, he 
felt a dimness flood him, and he realized he may have just 
knocked himself out against a wall he could not break. But 
the plate loosened, water spraying in around it. He clung to 
consciousness and yanked on it, plowed down into the water 
by the force of the breach. 

 He got one good look at Vance‟s glazing eyes, as his 
brow creased in a final effort. Gritting his teeth, Rich 
streaked up through the onrushing waters, into the 
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incomprehensible pressure, shoving his way up towards 
sunlight. 

 Below, he heard a modulated scream cut short, and a 
sea of bubbles flowed and twirled up around him. The 
pressure of the deep water pressed his tears into his eyes so 
hard he felt he would never be able to let them flow. The 
roar in the water around him was of steel crumpling to a wad 
of junk, in the grip of a force no mere science would ever be 
able to understand. 

 Alone, easing out of the deep pressure and darkness, 
Rich did his best to say goodbye. 

 

May 10 

 "Come to gloat?" Frost snapped at the tall man in the 
dark suit who was stepping out of the limo in the circle drive 
entry to her school. 

 The man with deep eyes and shockingly white hair 
turned with a smile. "Not at all, Emma. Not at all. In fact, 
you owe me a favor for getting you out when I did." 

 "You?" she said, raising an eyebrow. 

 "Either that or Worthington worked up the initiative 
and planned it out himself," Magnus shrugged. "Believe what 
you like." He smiled. "Now we're even for you ousting me. 
Best thing that's happened to me in years. It took twenty four 
hours for me to see that, but now?" He shrugged. "I 
wouldn't go back. Hardly sour grapes, Emma dear. It really is 
fabulous to be on my own agenda again. But you flatter 
yourself," he continued, adjusting his tie. "I'm here to see 
Xavier." 

 He walked up the stairs, past her, then hesitated. 
Without turning, he said "Good luck finding your students." 
Then he continued into the school, leaving Frost on the 
steps alone. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE 

 The bald man sat in his wheelchair, contemplating the 
view of the grounds. His hands were spread flat across his 
useless knees, and he seemed at peace. He wore a suit, his tie 
impeccable. The door behind him opened and closed, and a 
man came to stand next to him. 

 A long moment of silence stretched between them. 

 "Hello, Xavier," Magnus said. 

 "Magnus." 

 "Seems to be a time of starting over for everyone," 
Magnus said. He cleared his throat. "Why didn't you come to 
me after your house was destroyed?" he asked quietly. 

 "For once I wanted to succeed on my own," Xavier said 
forcefully, his voice quiet but ruthless. "I wanted to walk. I 
wanted to overcome my own limitations, transcend my 
difficulties, and become more than I am. I didn't… I couldn't 
take handouts from you. Not after my promises. After… 
after all the time we've known each other." His expression 
hardened. "My failure… weighs on me." 

 "Difficult," Magnus said, his voice distant. The two of 
them still looked out the window. "I have nothing to say to 
that. But I did bring something to show you. I thought it 
might cheer you up." He smiled to himself. 

 "What's that?" Xavier asked. 

 Magnus tapped the side of his head. "Do come in and 
have a look around." 

 Xavier glanced up at him, startled. "You're serious?" he 
said, surprised. 

 "Just don't open any doors that are closed," Magnus 
replied with a smile. 
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 Xavier's eyes grew slightly distant, then he shook his 
head and smiled. "A brilliant plan," he said. "A brilliant 
revenge." 

 "It's not about revenge, Xavier," Magnus said as he 
inspected his cufflinks. "It's about dispersing a threat to my 
current agenda. Though I won't lie to you, it is somewhat 
satisfying." He nearly grinned. "Enough fun and games." He 
put his hand on Xavier's shoulder. "My friend, enjoy Frost 
while you can. But do not let her bind you," he said, his voice 
serious. Their eyes met for a long moment. 

 "I would like very much to part friends," Xavier said 
softly. 

 Magnus extended his hand, and Xavier took it. 
Something passed between them in that moment, and a 
volume of history fell away. 

 

 Magnus descended the staircase, noting Frost waiting 
for him at the bottom. 

 “I see you have Wyngarde for your driver now,” she said, 
terse. 

 “It seemed you were finished with him, my dear,” 
Magnus said with a gentle smile.  

 “And you‟re talking to Xavier.” 

 “Old friends.” 

 “Anyone else you want to strip from my circle?” she 
demanded. “I still have a few students left.” Her nostrils 
were flared, her eyes hard. 

 Magnus paused, looking her in the eye. “Emma, my 
dear, there should be no hard words between us. The Inner 
Council is breathing its last as we speak, without our 
guidance to protect it. Shaw is lost in the petty infighting, 
caught up in amusement and bereft of purpose. The other 
two? Tools, nothing more. I am very proud of you. Building 
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something here,” he said with an expansive gesture. “An eye 
to the future.” 

 Emma narrowed her eyes. “Stop it,” she said in a low 
voice. 

 He paused, cocking an eyebrow. “Emma,” he said softly, 
“I don‟t want your school. Honestly. I have plans of my own. 
Please,” he said, a wince of pain at the corner of his eye. 
“May we part friends?” 

 “Damn you.” She shook with rage, then spun on her 
heel and mounted the steps, not looking back. 

 Magnus sighed, then let himself out of the school‟s 
door. He was halfway down the steps when he paused. 

 Magnus. I need to talk to you in my office, Frost breathed into 
his mind. 

 He caught Wyngarde‟s eye, smiled briefly, and headed 
back inside, following his instincts to Frost‟s office. 

 He let himself in, to see her behind her desk, gripping its 
edges, something between anger and weariness in her face. 
“Please have a seat,” she said, and the words cost her 
considerable effort. 

 “Say nothing until I‟m done,” Frost warned him. She 
took a deep breath, and let it out as Magnus seated himself. 
“I have this school, Xavier‟s allegiance, students. I‟m honing 
them to be the best. And then, when they are seasoned and 
trained and wrapped around my little finger, I‟ll use them to 
advance my plans.” 

 She paused, and her lip quivered almost imperceptibly. 
“Damn you, Magnus,” she said around a lump in her throat. 
“I told Wyngarde—when I was recruiting Worthington to 
take you out—that I wanted a Council that was not about 
queens supporting kings. I have my—my own ideas, you 
know?” 
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 Magnus nodded, his forehead creased with concern, 
saying nothing. 

 “But here I am,” she continued, “and my school is a 
mess, I might as well close it. I have these—I know how to 
find people, and how to train them to be devious. But 
loyalty?” She looked him in the eye. “I can‟t make them be 
loyal. I don‟t know how that even looks. I, of all people, 
know that manipulation only gets you so far. But that‟s not 
the worst.” She stared at him, defying him to speak.  

 Magnus looked her in the eye, his sympathy respectful 
enough to stop short of pity. Then he dropped his eyes to 
examine the grain of her desktop. 

 “We had some good times together,” Frost said, the 
words bittersweet. “You came up with the schemes, and I 
found a way to get them done.” She shook her head. “I hated 
you for that. For being the one with the vision.” She paused, 
and her nose twitched. “And me. For needing someone with 
a vision.” 

 The silence stretched on for a long moment. Magnus 
looked into Frost‟s eyes. He nodded to himself. 

 “I‟ve already forgiven you for betraying me,” he said 
quietly, “and we have always worked well together.” He 
smiled slightly. “If you ever want me involved in your 
project, simply say the word. I would love to be on the same 
side again.” His smile broadened. 

 “Thank you, Eric,” Frost murmured. “Let‟s go meet the 
students.” 

* 

 Rich dropped from the sky to the courtyard. He stared 
around with bleary eyes, disconnected from the need to eat 
or sleep, to work or rest. He simply stood, and waited. 

 The door opened less than a minute later, and Frost 
stepped out. Wordlessly, they regarded each other. 
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 The silence stretched on. Frost waited, watching him. 

 “Do… do I deserve to be punished?” Rich asked, his 
voice a wince. 

 “Yes,” Frost replied. “You will be punished. Angelica 
and Vance and Roberto will be killed, and you must live with 
their deaths.” She shrugged. “Oh, and I‟m closing the school. 
I don‟t need it anymore. Recent shift in my circumstances. 
And, of course, the fact that half my students are dead or 
missing.” 

 “I just charged in,” Rich whispered. 

 “Did you win?” she asked, her voice unthawed. 

 “I got what I was after,” he replied, raising his pale, 
reddened eyes to her. “But the cost. The cost was too high.” 

 “You need to be there when I present the lies about 
how Angelica and Roberto died to their parents,” Frost said 
thoughtfully. “I want you to see their eyes. Their confusion. 
Their shock. You fancy yourself a leader, Rich? You think 
you are ready to talk others into taking risks for the greater 
good? You need to witness the price. You do not yet begin to 
comprehend the damage your personal quest did to those 
who went with you and those left behind.” 

 He stood motionless under her judgment. She sighed.  

 “But,” she relented. “I‟ve invited someone else to come. 
To take you in hand, to turn you into the hero you long to 
be. Since you are unwilling to listen to my advice and learn 
something about achieving a maximum impact with 
minimum expenditure, maybe you‟ll listen to him. He‟s 
waiting inside. I knew you‟d be back. Sooner or later. And 
probably alone,” she couldn‟t resist. He flinched slightly. 

 But he followed her inside. 

* 

 They entered the study, and Rich saw a tall, regal man 
gazing out the window. He turned to face them as they 
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entered. His hair was pure white, his features strong, and he 
instantly commanded respect. 

 “Rich Rider,” he said, his voice deep and bracing. “I am 
Eric Lensherr. Frost, if you could give us a moment.” 

 Frost gracefully left the room, and Mr. Lensherr sized 
Rich up. “You may call me Magnus, if you wish,” he said. “I 
hear you have run across the first obstacles in heroics. The 
loss of friends you care about, the discovery of how vital 
goals can turn to ashes when you touch them with bloody 
fingers.” 

 “Yes,” Rich managed. 

 “Good,” Magnus said seriously. “Those are important 
formative steps in leaders. To understand the cost is to 
safeguard the will against surprise, against emotional 
moments, against changes in a secure situation. Courage is to 
know the price and proceed anyway. And I sense that 
courage in you.” 

 There was silence between them. 

 “Will you come with me?” Magnus asked softly. “Frost 
has asked me to assume her teaching duties. I have an 
enterprise in the works that requires young, strong leaders. 
Such as yourself. Your fellow students are welcome as well.” 
He paused, his icy eyes peering into Rich‟s soul. 

 “We must always honor the fallen,” Magnus murmured. 
“But they must not be allowed to haunt us.” 

 With that, Rich grasped his hand. 

 “Show me how to do this,” he whispered. “Show me 
how to make it worth the price.” 

 Magnus needed no words. He solemnly nodded. For 
the first time, tears pricked in Rich‟s eyes. 

* 

 Rich buried his hands deep in his pockets. In spite of 
his coat, he felt cold, and his chest still burned and itched 



 

242 

and smarted. Breathing was difficult. As he walked along the 
path that followed the perimeter of the Academy, he sighed. 
He glanced at Skids on one side, Pryde on the other. 

 “I‟m sorry,” he said quietly. “If you had come along, 
you‟d probably be dead too.” 

 “Buck up,” Pryde said, unable to soften her voice. “You 
got your names, right?” 

 “Skids,” Rich said, eyes on the ground before his feet, 
“your power comes from Susan Storm.” 

 “Okay,” she said, looking over the fence row. 

 “I was wrong,” Rich sighed. “I thought, you know. A 
villain was all a hero needed to learn to be a hero. Just… to 
be a foil for evil, you know? To stop bad things. I thought 
going after the bad guys… it would be enough. To be 
heroic.” 

 “And now?” Skids asked. 

 “Now I think I‟m glad I can talk to a real hero, learn 
how to do it,” he said, glancing back at the house. “I‟ve never 
met anyone like Magnus before.” 

 “I heard them talking,” Pryde said. “Magnus knows 
Xavier, and Saint‟s agreed to come along. Morbius too. So… 
maybe it‟ll be easier, I don‟t know. Callisantos is probably 
leaving. How about you, Skids?” 

 “Well, I was going to go back to the Morlocks, or head 
out for a normal life,” Skids said hesitantly. “But… Magnus. 
There‟s something about him, isn‟t there?” 

 “Yeah,” Pryde nodded. “Not just that he‟s totally hot. 
He‟s got… I want to make him happy, you know? I see why 
Frost respects him. Maybe he‟ll be a better Headmaster.” 

 “Maybe,” Rich said. He shook his head. “Did I do the 
right thing?” he asked quietly. 
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 “Over my head,” Skids said quickly. “I can‟t sort that 
kind of thing out. I wouldn‟t have done it. But I didn‟t need 
to know.” She paused. “I‟ll miss Vance and Angel.” 

 Rich gritted his teeth, but didn‟t reply. 

 “We‟re going to do a memorial service, before we move 
to Magnus‟s campus,” Kitty said. She glanced at Rich. “Look 
at the bright side,” she added with a lopsided grin. His red-
rimmed eyes met hers. “At least now there‟s room for me to 
be a Hero too.” 

 Rich stretched his lanky arm around her and pulled her 
close as they walked down the lane. “About damn time,” he 
said to himself, a smile touching his lips. 

 Reaching the end of the trail, they started back towards 
the house. 

 


