Episode 5

Location: Xavier Mansion

              1407 Greymalkin Lane, Salem Centre, NY, 10274
Rose O’Connell’s ‘ live’ feed from the debate hall was playing again on NBC, for the ninth time – Cyclops had kept count – three hours after the original broadcast.   

Each of the X-men showed signs of impatience.  With no direct contact with any of the investigation officials or journalists, they could only rely on the media for ‘ up-to-date’ news reports.  

Television, internet postings, radio, press releases – they tried them all.  

But all there was, amounted to little.  Each report was a concealed copy of another, and another, and another.  Like themselves, the news agencies had learned nothing new… or perhaps there was nothing more to learn?  Perhaps, without even starting their investigation, they had reached a dead end.  

They tortured themselves with the possibility.  

“ … Zilch!” Bobby grunted in disgust.  “ Not a thing on TV, radio… or anything else.”

“ There has been little or no development,” Archangel rephrased Robert’s comments.  “ Cyclops – we cannot continue to rely solely on media reports.  There is nothing for us.”

Cyclops paced the room. His nerves had begun to fray; for with every minute, every second that passed, he could feel himself getting further and further from the kidnappers, and further and further away, from ever finding his mentor.

The thought vexed him.  Without realising it, he had become more edgy, more irritable.   

“ We can’t do anything else,” he snapped.  “ We need more information.  We’re not even sure what happened yet… Val can tell us, but in the meantime we have to find out as much as possible… so just– ” 

“ – Be patient, yeah.  We heard’cha the first time, Slim,”  Wolverine growled at him.  “ Whassa matter?  Mama’s boy ain’t got the guts to go out and play?”

“ I’m not here to take your insults, Wolverine…” Cyclops did not care what he said.  If Wolverine pushed him any further, he would be very, very sorry.  

“ Then what’cha gonna do about it?”  They were pushing each other, and they both knew it.  Wolverine challenged Scott’s leadership every chance he could, and insulted him often, face to face.  From his remarks, one might think that Wolverine looked down on Scott.  But there was much more to it than met the eye.  

Though he was usually levelheaded enough to avoid confrontation, stress had, nonetheless got to Cyclops.  He would not allow Wolverine to sit there and insult him in this way…

The glint off the red quartz of his visor spoke volumes.  

As if in reply, Wolverine’s adamantium claws slid out from the back of his hands. 

“ Stop it, both of you…” Storm interrupted them.  “ You are acting like children.”

They were, were they not?  Cyclops suddenly was shamed.  He was the leader.  He could not afford to be childish.  A Leader had to be calm, collected, and wise… not hot-headed and childish.  By that criteria, Scott Summers was no born leader.  

He wished that he did not have to bear the responsibility of the team on his shoulders.  He was too young to lead… he had once argued.  But the Professor had disagreed.

Your youth has nothing to do with it, Cyclops.  What matters, is that of all the members on this team, I trust you to lead them the way they should go.  You will learn.            

He was still learning, after all these years.  

He would not fight.  But that did not mean that he felt any less anger and hostility towards Wolverine.  That man was intolerable.

But Wolverine was not finished.

“ You’re wastin’ our time, Cyke.  Waitin’ ain’t gonna get us nowhere now.  While we sit on our butts waitin’ for people to tell us what happened, the Professor’s in danger…” he got up from the conference table.  

“ I ain’t gonna sit around n’ waste my time here.”  

He turned his back to Cyclops to leave.

“ And where do you think you’re going?”

“ The Professor,” Logan whirled back on him, “ needs rescuin’.  And if you don’t think you got the guts to do that, kid…” 

“ … I’ll do it for ya.”

With that, he was gone.

Cyclops could feel the blaze in his cheeks.  Embarrassment washed over him, bringing with it anger, frustration, questions. “ Why must he go off on his own like this?  Where does he think he’s going?”

“ To find the Professor.”

“ Jean!”

Jean Grey removed her connection to Cerebro.  Her face was as serene and beautiful as before, but to her teammates, who knew her well, there was an element of sadness as well, which they well could not afford to ignore.    

“ Jean, have you located Charles?”

“ No, I haven’t.  I cannot sense him at all, and he does not contact me.  He must have lost his powers somehow, or is unconscious, or… or…” she sounded half-hysterical.  A tear rolled down her face.  

Cyclops went over to her, and wrapped his hand over hers.

“ Don’t think that way.”

“ What about Logan?”  Storm asked.  

Cyclops felt his anger rising again.  He’s always doing this – going off on his own.  He never follows orders… all right, then…

“ Let him go.  Let him go… we can work without him around.”

Archangel shot him a strange look, but Cyclops ignored it.  

They would continue to wait – 

– Leader’s orders.  

Wolverine entered the hanger deck.  He did not have very much time.  

He chose a small jet.  The Blackbird was too conspicuous.  At any rate, he did not need a huge craft like that for just one person.  

He got in the cockpit and started the engine.  In a minute, he was out of the deck and in the air, on his way to his destination: Washington.

He was not going to wait any more.  

By the time he got there, it might be too late.  The scent might have got cold by then.  

If it had, he would have to think of another way to find the kidnappers.  If not, then…

“ … you’d better watch out, bubs.  ‘Cause Wolverine’s out ta get ya.  And you’d better be scared...”

“ … I would, if I were you.”   

Location: Unknown

He had been in this cell for several hours now, Charles calculated.  And still, there had been no indication of what his captors meant to do with him.  There had been no sign of them since he had first been thrown into captivity.  

He felt like a captive animal.  Here he was, thrown into a barred cage, uncertain as to what the future held.  Captive, he would be expected to do whatever his captors wanted.  

I wonder if they will ask me to sit and beg… he thought, with great irony.  

He peered through the iron bars.  He had time on his hands.  As it was such, it might do him good to examine his surroundings more closely.  

That which first attracted his attention, of course, was the monstrosity that had first confronted him when he was into the room.  The strange machine towered menacingly over him.  He felt, to a certain extent, a measure of awe.  It was, on first sight, ugliness personified, resembling a computer turned inside out, with its wires and cables and computer chips on the outside, rather than in.  Its creator had certainly paid little or no attention to conventional aesthetics.  

And yet… it can be beautiful, he thought.  But that beauty could only lie, in what was noticeable only on close examination, in its practical and minimalist design.  Even the wires and cable, he noticed, that on first sight had seemed so amateurish, had been run in a way that contributed to the overall design.

The designer had not been a professional artist.  Nonetheless, he had created a work of art.  

Even if it was difficult to appreciate.

Charles felt a presence at his side.  

“ Do you know what they want with us?” he asked Magneto.

His companion shook his head slowly, uncertain.  

“ I would not speculate too much, but my instincts tell me that it has to do with that – ” with a nod of his head, he indicated the giant.  

Xavier nodded.  Magneto was correct.  Why else imprison them in this room?  Reason would indicate that the purpose was to prevent any escapes down the long corridors of this building.  Their usefulness, then, lay in this room.  

His eyes swept over the machine once more.  Was there any clue, or hint, that he could get from the machine itself?  He saw past the cables, saw past the wires and computer chips, saw past the metal body… and finally, in a hidden corner, as if the designer had not wanted it to be seen, he saw it.  

With a chilling of his blood, he grasped the meaning of it.  

“ Magnus…” he whispered.  “ Look that way…”

Magneto followed his extended finger, to the little corner of the machine.  To Magneto, the machine had never struck him as beautiful.  Instead, he thought of it as primal, and deadly.  And looking in the direction Xavier pointed, he saw fitting justification for his suspicions. 

A single helmet, and a single chamber.  

Helmet… a chamber… Xavier’s mind raced.  There could have been many other, less threatening, uses for a helmet and a chamber.  But it could not be coincidence that those very two things were found in the same room as the world’s most powerful telepath and the Master of Magnetism.  

“ Magneto…” 

A harsh whisper floated across to the pair.  Magneto jerked his head in its direction.  It came from the cell next to theirs.  

“ Pietro…”  

Quicksilver… Charles thought.  A strange time for family reunion, but Father and Son had had many, far stranger, reunions over time.  

“ Xavier… are you there too?”  Pietro’s urgent whisper was harsher than before, and they heard him coughing.  

“ We are both here, Pietro… what is it that you want?”  

Magneto answered his son’s calls.  Then a shadow crossed his face.  “ How is Wanda?”

“ That’s none of your business, Magneto.”

Quicksilver’s voice, rough as it was, held the same contempt and anger it had held ever since the day he had learnt of his true birth.  Ever since the day, it had been revealed to him that he and sister, were not the children of the Maximoffs, but that of Erik Magnus Lensherr and Magda.  

Thirty years meant a lot of painful memories that needed to heal.  

Xavier saw the pain flash across his old friend’s face.  But Magneto was not one to show his feelings to the world, and he composed himself.  But Xavier had known him too well, for too long, to ever mistake his detachment for coldness of the heart.  

“ Listen…” Quicksilver hissed.  “ Both of you have to escape… and soon.  They have a Plan – I don’t know what it is – but they need you for it.  You have to escape… ugh!”  

The sound of choking and vomit reached their ears.  

Xavier could see how Magneto’s muscles tensed under his body armor, how his eyes narrowed, as he heard his son’s voice.  They could not see the twins.  But Charles understood that, to Magneto, the pain and agony that Pietro and Wanda went through, was as graphic and real, as any he could ever feel himself.  

Much as Magneto was reluctant to admit it, he cared for his children.  

But they had no love for him.  

Charles wished there were something he might do to comfort him.  

For that moment, he put behind the years of conflict, of struggle, of enmity.  Nostalgia flooded him, and he thought only of their youth, their days together in Israel.  He remembered the innocence, the endless debates, the passion… and above all, he remembered their friendship.

The sounds of Quicksilver slowly died, and they knew that he had passed out once again.  

And they were alone again.  

Xavier raised his head, and his eyes met Magneto’s.  Magnus’ eyes were ablaze.  And yet, it seemed as if something had died in that flame… something precious and essential.  It showed too, in the way Magnus held his shoulders – it seemed different.  

Is that… what I look like as well?

The thought startled him.  

“ Quicksilver speaks the truth… we should escape as quickly as possible.”  

Magneto’s voice was forceful.  And yet, he sensed something missing.

“ Easier said than done, Magnus.  This building is difficult to escape from.  It’s a virtual labyrinth.  I doubt that we might be able to make a successful attempt… and there are other complications.”

“ I cannot walk.”

Before Magneto could reply to him, they heard a door being unlocked.  Magneto swiftly moved away from Charles to the opposite side of the cell.  By mutual consent, they had agreed to appear cold towards each other, lest Creed suspect any collaboration or relationship on their part.  

“ Well now, and how are our two mutants doing?” 

Graydon Creed’s failed attempt at humor served only to make Charles feel sick.  The man was incorrigible, to even attempt a joke in a situation such as this.  

Knowing that Xavier and Magneto were both sickened by his words and presence, and enjoying every minute of it, he continued.  

“ I see the both of you don’t really get along.  I’m sorry… I thought you might know each other.”

He doesn’t know about Magnus and myself… I wonder how much research he actually did… 

Charles did not answer him, though.  Neither did Magneto.  

Apparently angered by their silence, Creed’s pretence at amiability was replaced by a sneer.  

“ Very well, if you don’t want to talk, then we won’t.” He motioned with his hand, and several men approached from behind him.                 

“… hmmm… let us try Magneto first.”

The cell was unlocked, and Magneto was led out.  He kept his head down, facing the floor, but Charles noticed the steely look that was in his eyes.  He knew that such a look boded ill for Creed and his men.  

Creed suddenly turned, and began to shout.  

“ Dr. Vasir, Dr. Vasir… where have you hidden yourself, you coward?”

“ I… I am here, sir.”

The weak, trembling voice came from a doorway, which no doubt led to an inner sanctum.  Turning to face the direction from which it came, Charles saw the man whom he knew was to be credited with the design and construction of the gigantic machine before him.  

It was a man who was clearly a scientist – an intellectual.  A long, white, crumpled lab coat hung on a frail and reduced frame.  The dark rings around his eyes, and the long drawn face spoke of exhaustion and a lack of sleep.  His blond hair was disheveled, his glasses carelessly placed on his nose, where they continuously slipped down.

In the few minutes of his first appearance, Charles noticed him push his glasses up onto his nose several times.  

“ Come along, Doctor.  Destiny does not wait for those who do not catch up with it.”

“ Y-yes sir.”

Dr. Visar shuffled over to a control panel on the machine.  Charles could not see clearly what he did from where he was, but he seemed to be typing in commands into the machine’s central computing system.  

The seconds, and then the minutes passed.  Creed, Xavier could tell, was beginning to feel impatient.  He tapped his foot on the floor continuously, and glanced at his watch at short intervals.  

“ Is something wrong, Doctor?”

“N-no… actually, it’s just that the programming is complicated, and…”

“ Fine,” Creed dismissed his explanation, “ just get it done…”

Before he could finish his sentence, Magneto had jammed his elbow into one of his captor’s stomachs, and punched the other in the face.  

With those two attacks, Magneto was free from his captors’ constraints, and even without the use of his powers, he was able to free himself of them.  He ran swiftly for the exit.  

“ Damn you, mutant!” 

Creed’s face was contorted in an expression of rage.  Pulling out a blaster from his coat pocket, he took aim and fire at Magneto’s retreating figure.  His men, still recovering from the blows they had taken from Magnus, and still dizzy from them, blindly took their own blasters out and began firing wildly, like drunken men.  

Their shots, not having been adequately aimed, ricocheted off the walls of the chamber, destroying some of the equipment that had been placed along the sides of the room, and barely missing the good Dr. Visar.  

None of them hit their mark, though.  

Lady Luck seemed to be on Magneto’s side, as he ducked and dodged each of the blaster shots.  In any case, those that did hit him were unfortunate enough to have struck him only on his armor, which shielded him from any harm.

“ Stop it, you fools!  You’ll destroy the Machine!”

Creed screamed at his minions.  Panic contorting his face.  He himself took careful aim at the escapee, but his shot only bounced off the thick body armor of Magneto.  

Before he could take another shot, Magnus had escaped the room.  

“ Well, what are you waiting for?  Get him!”

His men, dazed and somewhat confused, took after their escaped prisoner.

When Creed finally turned back to face Charles, his face was blackened with fury.  As he laid eyes on Xavier, Charles thought he saw something akin to madness flash across the man’s face.  His eyes, were large and wild – surely a sign of insanity.  

But his voice sounded sane enough.  

“ Since your fellow mutant seems to have escaped for the moment, it looks like we’ll have to use you first…”

He was interrupted by a stammering and obviously frightened Dr. Visar.   

“ B-b-but sir, w-wouldn’t it be better to wait to use Magneto first?  The telepathic integrator hasn’t been fully tested as of yet, and…”

“ No ‘ buts’, Doctor.  Remember, there’s no turning back.”     

A resigned sigh of,  “ Yes, Mr. Creed sir,” was the rejoinder, after a moment’s pause.

… Telepathic integrator? The situation was beginning to become more and more complicated.  He knew now, that Creed had discovered that he possessed telepathic abilities.  But then again, there still was no indication of how he discovered that fact in the first place.  And, in the first place, why would they require a telepathic integration in the first place?

This makes no sense…

A door opening interrupted his thoughts, as the two men who had chased after Magneto returned… without their prisoner.

Creed’s face grew stone hard.  Had he been a statue, he would most certainly have cracked.

“ He got away…?”

It was hardly a question that demanded an answer, considering its rhetoric nature.  The men shuffled their feet, and looked genuinely shamed.  

“ We don’t know how he did it, sir.  He just…”

“ Excuses, excuses!” Creed exploded.  “ How do I trust you goons to do anything right?”

Wisely, they decided not to answer that question.  

“ Never mind, he won’t bother us any more, anyway.  Now,” he pointed his finger at Charles.  “ Get him out of there and to the integrator.”

With mumbles of “ Yessir,” and “ Right away, sir,” they did just that.  

Charles was supported at both shoulders and lifted up and out of his cell.  He threw a look at the busy back of Dr. Visar, bent over the main control panel of the Machine.  Charles might have only seen his back, but he could read the man’s uncertainty and reluctance.  

The sudden binding of his wrists startled him.  A helmet was roughly fixed onto his head.  Immediately, his instincts told him that this was an ominous sign, and he began to struggle.  Calling out to Creed, “ Release me… I demand that you release me!”

Smiling smugly, Creed approached him slowly – step by step, watching every move of Charles’ struggle.  And loving every moment of it.  

Unexpectedly, he grabbed Charles by the chin.  

“ I’ve waited for this a long time now, Xavier… you don’t think I’m going to deny myself, do you?”

He must have read the anger and disgust in Charles’ eyes, and he released him.  

“ Once you have the target, Doctor, you may start the Machine…” he turned his evil eye upon Xavier.  “ I want to watch you suffer, Xavier…”

“… I want to hear you scream.”

And that was the last thing Charles heard from him, before he was flooded with overwhelming pain.  Before he passed out, he swore that he could vaguely hear someone screaming… 

And suddenly, he realised that it was himself, whose scream he could hear… 
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“ Cyclops.”

Scott drew his attention away from his screen.  He suddenly realised that he had not been paying any attention at all to what had been on the screen in the first place.  

I must be feeling tired…

“ Yes, Beast.  What is it?”

“ Ms. Cooper, is on the line.”

Cooper! Finally, we’ll get some answers… After all the waiting, they would finally be rewarded with the knowledge they so desperately needed. 

“ Put her on, Hank.”

Beast’s fingers flew over the keyboard.  

“ Transferring the signal to the holographic projector…”

Cooper’s image appeared in the middle of the conference table.  

She looked stern, and her face was lined with worry and stress.  It seemed that she was having a difficult time over in Washington.  Cyclops felt sorry for her, but he doubted that his team looked any better. 

“ X-men.  I’m sorry I wasn’t able to contact you earlier… but I was wrapped up in a lot of bureaucratic red tape.”

“ Val,” Beast sought her attention.  “ Do you have information for us about the Professor’s kidnap?”

Her brows furrowed in something akin to anticipation.  

But of what…?

“ That, and more.  I’ve got a video of the whole thing made by an amateur – until the glass came crashing down, anyway.  I’ll send it over to you…”

“ Receiving now,” Beast informed them.  

“ But I have a bigger problem for you.”

Everyone present was surprised.  They had not seen anything on the news to suggest another problem.  What could Cooper mean?

“ Just a while ago, the entire mutant population in the ‘ Mutant Alley’ district here in Washington was wiped out… and I mean literally wiped out.”

Wiped out…? “ Val, what do you mean by ‘ wiped out’?” Cyclops was puzzled over her phrasing.  

“ I mean that we’ve got probably a hundred mutants in vegetative state down there, and we can’t understand why.”

“ All right, Val,” Cyclops rose from his seat.  “ We’ll investigate.”

“ Thanks.  And good luck in finding Charles.”

“ Thank you.”

Her image winked out.  

Cyclops swept his ‘ eye’ over the team, making a quick decision.  

“ We split into two teams.  Storm will lead Gambit, Rogue and Iceman to investigate the ‘ Mutant Alley’ problem.  Warren, Hank and Jean will come with me to look for the Professor.  All right… let’s get moving.”

Storm and her team members quickly left the room, while the rest remained behind to see what information Cooper had sent them.  

“ Uhm… Cyke?”

He turned to face her.

“ Yes, Jubilee?”

“ Uhh… what do I do?”

“ It’s too dangerous, Jubilee.  You’d better not be involved.”

“ But I wanna do something too… I’m not a kid anymore.  Let me go with you guys, please?”

He sighed.  Jubilee was correct.  It simply was not right to treat her as a child anymore.  Then again, he did not want to endanger her…

“ All right then, you can go with Storm’s team.”

“ Yippeee!  Finally, I get to do something… all right!”  She rushed out of the War Room.  

“ But Jubilee, be – ” the door shut on him.  

“ – Careful.”

That girl… he shook his head.  

Anyway, time to get to work…

The wait had ended.  Time, for action.

