Episode 2

Location: Washington D.C.


The debate hall was packed with people.  


Colonel Diaz had much difficulty in making his way to the empty seat at the far corner of the hall, near the exit.


He was bumped into.  An angry glare and mutterings greeted him.  “ Damned lousy Cubans…” The offended man moved away, not caring whether he received an apology or not.  Diaz did not offer one.  But neither did he take offence.  


The United States was a blessing to his people, who came in search of freedom - something their homeland could not offer them.  For freedom, one could stand a little racism.  

Besides, growing up in this country: you get used to it after a while.  He had faced worse in the Army.  He stood for the insults, because love for his adopted country ran deep.  You would love any country that offered you freedom.  And with love, came loyalty.    

Loyalty, meaning that he should protect this country at any price, from any threat.  Any threat.

Today, he would combat a threat from within.  

Better still, he not only served his country, but the whole of humanity. It sounded like something that bordered on the dramatic.  But today, it would take place in reality, and not on those foolish soap operas that cluttered up the television channels.

It would be the Ultimate service.  

And he would be the one to serve it.

The time: 12:45pm.  It was still early.  There was nothing to be done just yet.  

There would be time for him to relax, perhaps.  Not for too long, of course.  Just for a while.  

He sat back a little and watched the guards stand by the exit; watched the people pass in and out.

“ Charles, you’re on in ten minutes,” Cooper’s hand hovered over his shoulder, but failed to come to rest.  She moved it back to her side.

Xavier looked up at her.  Blue eyes sharp, piercing.  “ You regret inviting me for this.”  It was not a question, but a statement.  He sensed her unease, masked though it was, and interpreted it as such.  

“ It would have had to be, Charles.  After New York, tensions have been running high.  People need someone to reassure them, and reason with them.”

He nodded.  He understood what she meant.  There would have been few other paths to take.  

Then again…

“ I fear that,” he said quietly, as he was turning towards the stage entrance, “ there will be those who will not wish to listen to reason, but take recourse in violence instead.” 

“ Don’t be such a pessimist, Charles.  There will be others who will listen.”

“  I pray for that, Val; I pray in earnest that there will be those.”

He wheeled himself towards the stage.  He sensed a smothering hostility in the crowd.  They were against him, for sure.  But they might be willing to listen to reason: for the moment.

As he came into view of the audience, the hostility rose, and he winced mentally at the flood of anger and hatred that beat upon the shields he erected to protect his mind from their unconscious assault.   

Few people ever truly understood what it meant to be a telepath.  One was given the gift of reading the minds of others; but one also continuously faced the danger of having one’s own consciousness overrun by the uncontrolled, undisciplined minds of others. 

Being the world’s most powerful psychic did mean that Charles possessed greater power over the minds of other men; but it also meant that his sensitivity to undisciplined minds was even more acute.

In a crowd of such minds, rendered even wilder by emotion, he would have to be careful not to allow them to influence his thinking. 

Val came on stage, following him.  She would make the introduction.  After that, he would be on his own.

“ Professor Xavier is a world-renowned geneticist, specialising in human mutations.  As such, he is also an acknowledged expert in mutant affairs and has been very much involved in all mutant-related discussions at the highest levels.  He was also one of those consulted in the most recent mutant uprising at New York.  Ladies and Gentlemen… Professor Xavier.”

Scattered applause from the audience sounded, and was hushed rather suddenly, even before Charles wheeled himself to the podium.  

Perhaps Val was right, and there are some who are genuinely here to listen.
If so, then today, he would have to convince these few people to lay down the flag of anti-mutant hysteria.  It would be a small step indeed.  And he wondered if small steps were to be enough these days.

“ Ladies and Gentlemen…” he started, and was interrupted by the mutterings of the crowd.  “ Ladies and Gentlemen…” he attempted to restart, but their talking drowned him out.

He decided to say what he had to say, and force them to listen to him.

“ Ladies and Gentlemen.  Today we are gathered here so that we may discuss, peacefully,” he emphasised, “ the nature of the so-called mutant problem.”

Some people understood, and were shamed into silence.  But there were still those who were out to create trouble.  

“ Get off the stage, you mutie- lover!”

“ Mutie- lover!”

“ Get out of here!”

Charles took a deep breath before he continued.

“ I understand that, for many of you here, the issue of mutants is a painful one.  I too, remember what happened in New York.  Like many of you, I saw the millions being evacuated from the island, the rich and the poor alike, thrown out of their homes; I saw those who were killed, when they resisted the force of Magneto…” 

He thought of his friend.  Magneto… what have you become, my old friend…?
“ But for all that, I also know that there were mutants working to deliver New York from his hands.”

Some believed him; most did not.  Meanwhile, the troublemakers were still yelling and shouting anti-mutant slogans, attempting to distract the audience from Charles’ words.  But he had their attention…  for the moment.

“ There are mutants who are not militant, who are not here to take away what you have.  Mutants like Magneto are few, as are his followers.  The majority of mutants…” the agitators in the audience protested louder, and many of those who had listened joined in, carried away by the agitators’ vigor.

“… The majority of mutants…” The protests grew louder and louder.  He could not be heard over the chanting of their slogans. 

“… The majority of mutant…” he raised his voice a little, but was still unheard.

He began to feel angry too, angry towards the filthy mutants who had run them out of their homes, taken their jobs…

… No!

“ The majority of mutants…” he screamed, to assert his own thoughts over theirs, “ are peaceful!”  And he collapsed back in his wheelchair, one hand to his head.

The crowd was stunned by his outburst.  There was a shocked silence immediately after his words, before the agitators distracted them again with their chanting and raving.  No one really cared how he looked then; how pale his cheeks were, or how he trembled slightly in his chair.

And all the better too, that they did not ponder over his uncharacteristic outburst.  He had been under considerable stress as of late.  He should have anticipated a breakdown in his control.  It was not the first time it had happened.  He should have prepared himself, and others.
He sighed deeply.  What was done, was done… 

The crowd was turning nasty.   

They shouted, screamed, chanted... and he thought he saw the glint of light off a firearm here and there...

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Cooper reaching for her walkie-talkie.  He read the words forming in her mind: Crowd control.
*No, Valerie.*
She was slightly startled by his ‘ words’.  Communication by telepathy did somewhat unnerve those who were not used to it.  It resembled speaking, but there was no sound involved.  Telepathic communication was not ‘ heard;’ you just somehow sensed it.       

* Crowd control is my line, Charles.  I’m doing my job here*  The attitude of her mind turned wry.  * And nobody’s going to hear you if they keep at this volume.*
* I must try, Val.  It is imperative that I get to them myself.*
She sighed.  And moved her hand away from the walkie-talkie.  

* Thank you.*
He was glad to have gained some time.  Now, he had to give it his best.  Or else, he would lose not only the crowd’s respect, but Valerie’s confidence as well.

Trying not to show how he was being affected by the onslaught of angry thoughts, he decided to take the plunge.

“ I am not your enemy.  Neither are mutants.”

That simple statement, delivered with confidence, poise, and a force that had not been there before, silenced the crowd for a moment.  Then, one man made his stand.

“ Liar!” he challenged Charles.  “ They take our cities, our homes, our jobs… and you say they’re not our enemies!”

The crowd murmured its agreement, then were respectfully silent as a woman’s tearful voice reached them.  

“ They came… and took my house… my money,” she choked.  “ Where are my children and I going to go?”

Fresh indignance at this new crime, and sympathy for the woman fueled the protests, and there was nothing else that Charles could do, but try to reach them again.

“ Tell those filthy mutants to get out of this country!”  One cry came through clearly, followed by a chorus of assents.  
“ Mutants do not want to fight.  They want a home, a job… they want friends, peace…They don’t wish to fight us.  There are those who are willing to live in peace with the rest of humanity.” 

He sensed that no on really believed him.  And he sensed too, growing doubts of his own.  Doubts about his own stand.  That he might actually be wrong.

No… I cannot let them get to me.
He tried to clear his head. But the growing whispers in his head were not theirs. They were his own.  And they remained.

Ever since New York… My God, do I still have the right to speak for the majority of mutants?  Support then, for Magneto and his criminal plan, had run so high… and so many had turned out to support the anti-human cause… How can I honestly still speak for mutants any more?
Perhaps, they did want war.  And maybe war was the only solution left to them.  That would mean, that his Dream - the Dream that had led to the formation of the X-men, the X-men themselves… all those years and all the effort: all for nothing.  All of it a waste.  

He did not want it…

There were those who wanted a war.  They longed for it, worked for it.  

Humanity had run out of wars to run.  With that, had also gone the unity men felt in war-time alliances.  They had needed another war to wage.  A common banner, under which they could come together and fight.  

Mutants had been the only possible enemies left.

In a war, the enemy is never human, never like you.  They never feel the way you feel; never live the kind of life you live.  If he did: he would not be the enemy.

 What was needed was a man who could show people what was really happening on the other side of the ‘ Iron Curtain’ … to put a human face on the obscurity of the enemy. 

Charles Xavier, would have to be that man; to show the people that an enemy, is still human...

Diaz took out a small handphone and dialed in a number.

“ Yes, Sir, he’s on the stage… no, there will be no unnecessary bloodshed.  All is ready, Sir, we only await your signal… then I shall give the order.”

The connection was cut on the other end.  Diaz looked up, searching.

A guard who had been standing near the exit caught his eye.  

Diaz nodded.

The guard nodded in return, indicating his understanding.  He whispered in the ear of a passing colleague, and glancing round, slid a large metal bolt over the exit doors.  

Diaz sat back in his seat comfortably.  His hand reached inside his jacket, to finger the carefully concealed handheld energy weapon he had there.  He counted the minutes off on his watch.

Not long now…  

“ Xavier?… Charles!”

Startled out of his reverie by the loud, urgent whispers of Cooper, he winced inwardly a little, sensing her annoyance.

* Yes, Val,* he asked, as he established a connection to her.  

* Time’s up, Charles.  I get to go in.*
He sighed deeply.  That he could not get them to listen to him, that he had failed, hurt him deeply.  He knew when to acknowledge defeat.  Yet, it shamed him, to give up so easily.  It spoke of cowardice; something that Charles had often been accused of, when he was unwilling to join the mutant uprisings.  

And yet, he had always, in those times, clung to his belief that courage lay, not in your willingness to fight, but in your determination to carry on with your beliefs in the face of adversity.

If he gave up now, it would truly be cowardice that he would be guilty of.  

There was much that he was guilty of already.  He did not wish cowardice to be added to the list.

But it seemed that, it was not to be his choice after all:

“ Okay, Cliff, I want full crowd control now… and get those guys in the front right.  I think they’re the ringleaders…”

He sensed something wrong.  Val seemed hesitant… worried…

… Something was wrong.  

* Val: what is it?*

* It’s the guards, they’re not getting my buzz!” He was not looking at her face, but he could picture it, judging from the state of her mind.  * I don’t know what those jerks are up to, but they’re going to get it from me as soon as I get to them…*

* Perhaps you might need my assistance…,*  At that, he sent his mind out to search for the guards.

Searching for minds was not an easy task, even for a trained psychic.  The minds of other people were mostly the same on the surface, if one did not probe any deeper.  

For some, however, it was possible to identify them even on the surface.  A soldier’s mind ( most of the guards were ex-soldiers) was disciplined and controlled far more than the ordinary mind.  Such discipline would not be difficult to identify.

Charles sifted through the many minds in the audience, careful not to probe too deep.  

Privacy laws might not apply to telepathy as of yet, but Charles was not eager to set any precedence unnecessarily.  

He found one.  

It was possible that he might be mistaken, and this was not a guard.  He had to be sure.  

Even on the surface, this man’s mind struck him as… somewhat unusual.

He hesitated a little.  He was reluctant to delve any deeper into the man’s mind.  Invasion of privacy was not all that had to be considered; there were other reasons as well…

Something in the mood of the audience changed.  Charles sensed a sudden dampening of their anti-mutant mood.  Replacing it, was the feeling of surprise.  

He withdrew his probe, distracted by the audience’s change of mind.  
He was too distracted, to fully grasp the implications of what he had read in the military man’s mind.  As he had withdrawn, there had been one word in that man’s mind: Finally…
Val Cooper strained her neck upwards, searching for a reason for the sudden shadow that had descended on the debate hall, blocking the sunlight that had been streaming through the glass skylight.  

Great… and we’ve got bad weather to top it all off… She was still feeling irritated.  Charles did not seem to have found anyone.  

She scanned the crowd.  Cliff, where are you… you idiot…
That was when she saw the bolted exit door.  

Wait a second… I didn’t give any orders to lock the doors.  What’s happening here?

He answer, was a hand shooting up within her field of vision.  Grasping a handheld weapon, it aimed and fired, causing the world around her to erupt… 

… in glass.  

Glass shards rained down from the shattered skylight, injuring those who had failed to take cover quickly enough.  People were screaming, and running for the exits.  But the exit was bolted.

Cooper, backstage and safe from the glass, and seeing that the crowd was panicking, groped for her walkie-talkie, desperately hoping that her guards would answer this time.

“ Cliff! Cliff…! Walt!  Come in!  I want crowd control… now!… Walt!… Cliff!” 

Static.

Damn!  She flung the device on the floor.  Xavier! 
She looked up.  Charles, in his wheelchair, had not been able to move quickly enough, when the skylight had shattered.  Unable to shield himself, he was cut, and bleeding.
* Minor injuries, Val.  I assure you.*  His telepathic ‘voice’ still sounded rather unperturbed.  But he had a look of worry and pain on his face.

* What’s going on here?  What the hell is happening?*  She was furious, even if he was not.

* I do not know…*
Something else had caught his attention.  He was looking up at the skylight.  And he looked very worried.

Now what?  Everyone else too, had started looking up.  She joined in.

She could hardly believe what she saw.

A black shadow was falling across the debate hall, as an enormous aircraft moved across the gaping hole in the roof, – vacated by the shattered glass – blocking out the sun.  It moved till it was directly over the hall.  Then, it stopped moving.  

It continued to just hover there.

Squinting to see, Val thought she saw… movement.

Ropes were thrown down.  With one end attached to the craft.  It was not difficult to guess what their purpose was.

Things are getting very, very bad… She hated it when she sounded wry at a moment like this.  This was serious.  She could not afford to make light of a dangerous situation.

Men were rapidly sliding down the ropes, and immediately upon touching ground, brandished weapons at the crowd gathered in the hall.  Orders were shouted, threats were made.

These were not the ‘ good guys.’  People with good intentions, did not go about pointing weapons at you and threatening you.

Which was what these people were doing.

An energy blast, randomly aimed, went just over the heads in the crowd, and struck one of the unused rostrums.  It shattered.

“ Get down on your knees, hands over your head.  Do it!  And nobody gets hurt; resist…” The same man who had fired the previous shot tightened his finger, and another blast was delivered, this time to the opposite wall. 

There was no resistance.  

People got down to their knees, and put their hands over their heads, cowering under the weapons of the terrorists.

Cooper hurriedly headed for the backstage door.

“ Where do you think you’re going, Ms Cooper?”

A man moved into her field of vision, pointing a gun at her.  She froze.  

“ Kindly go back to where you came from, and get down.”

She had little choice but to follow orders.  It is quite difficult to argue with the barrel of a gun.  Especially when it is pointed at yourself.

She got down on her knees, and placed her hands on her head.  It was a humiliation, to have to assume this posture.  She hoped that nobody had been stupid enough to resist… and get themselves hurt.

She remembered something.  Charles…!
She had to get to him… no telling what they’ll do to a guy who’s crippled…
She looked up.

Xavier was wheeling himself away from a group of terrorists.  They approached him rather menacingly.  

What could they want with him?

* Val!  You must contact the X-men if I cannot.  It is of the utmost importance…* there was a slight pause; silence, then: * My God! They’re…*

The contact broke, with a flash of blinding light.  And it did more than just blind, so it seemed.  Cooper shielded her eyes just in time.  She was spared the fate that met some.  Those who had been either too slow, or too foolish, were thrown into the black oblivion of unconsciousness. 

But they were only unfortunate victims.  They were not the targets.

“ Professor!”

Cooper tried to get to her feet.  I have to help him…The terrorists - not terrorists… kidnappers – were taking him away.  

He was slung over one man’s shoulder, much like a sack of flour, limp and lifeless… 

I have to get to him…
“ Not so fast, Ms Cooper…”

The barrel of the gun was pressed into her back.  Again, she had to stop moving.

“ I suggest you stay where you are… if you value your life.”

The voice behind her was dangerously soft, and meant to be taken seriously.  It was no empty threat.  Once again, she had no choice, but to remain still.

Clenching her fists, she knelt helplessly, watching as the men clambered up the ropes, bearing the unconscious form of Charles Xavier along with them. The aircraft rose, and flew away into the distance.

Unsure murmuring rose from the crowd, not certain of whether the danger was over.  Realising that the kidnappers were gone, people got to their feet.  Shouts and screams were heard, when some saw the unconscious lying next to them.  

Chaos ensued.

Meanwhile, Cooper got to her feet as well.  She looked up past the skylight, glaring at the ever-diminishing silhouette of the aircraft in the distance.  Her fists hung at her sides, though she had the urge to punch someone…  something… anything…

In a time of crisis, she had been so useless…

She clenched her fists tighter.  They had taken Xavier.  But for what purpose?  For what purpose?  They had to know.

But before that, there was still much to be done.  Crowd control, tending to the injured, hospitalising the severely wounded, press statements… and much more.  It would be a while before she could contact the X-men, and tell them of their mentor’s abduction.

Of all the duties she now had to fulfill, that was the one job she was going to hate the most…

In the resulting melee, Diaz was able to unbolt the exit and slip out of the hall.

He stood outside for a while.

He had hardly expected it to go so smoothly.  People, he realised, were stupid.  Fools.  Lacking in courage.  So much so that none were even brave enough to try and challenge them.  

They were cowards in the face of power.  And power grew from the barrel of a gun; or, in this new age, from the hands of mutants.  Such that just as they cowered in fear before a gun, they also fled from the ‘super-human’ powers of filthy mutants.

They were the weak.  But they were fortunate that for some, cowardice was not the answer to mutant pollution.

The only answer, was force…
Diaz counted himself among the brave, the strong.  And he was proud of it.

And he smiled the cold smile of victory as he walked on.

Today… after today, we shall have won…

The first stage of the Plan was now successfully completed.  Nothing could go wrong after this.

As he walked, he took out the weapon he had used in the hall.  As an afterthought, it might perhaps be best to be rid of it.  As a precaution.  

Some distance from the hall, he tossed the energy weapon into a garbage can.  

He did not expect anyone to trace it to him.

But, as he did so, he did not notice the card that fell out of his pocket at the same time; which fluttered to the ground near the trash can.  Ignorant of that little fact, Diaz walked on down the street, a slowly retreating figure of triumph.

A crow landed on the spot Diaz had vacated.  It examined the trash for scraps of food.  Finding none, it hopped down to the ground.

Experimentally, it pecked at the card.

Had it been able to read, it would have read on the card the name of Colonel Juan Miguel Diaz, and logo design bearing the three letters: F.O.H.

F.O.H.: the Friends of Humanity.

Unfortunately, crows do not read.  And, finding the card unappetizing, it flew off, leaving the card where it lay.

Location: 

Xavier Mansion

              1407 Greymalkin Lane, Salem Center, NY, 10274

Storm lay back on the poolside deckchair, tilting her dark face towards the blue sky above.

It was a beautiful day.  The kind of day she used to read of in books when she first learn to read -  “ It was a bright and beautiful sunny day.  The birds were singing and the wind was rustling through the leaves in the tree, and the flowers were swaying in the fields…”

Beautiful scenes,  Happy scenes.  She only wished she could have read of them when she was younger.  It might have made her childhood less dark.

Ororo Munroe might have grown up a happier child.

“ Whatcha doin’ there hon’?  This ain’t no time for lyin’ around.”

The voice that interrupted her had a Southern twang to it, and she immediately recognised it.

“ Relaxation, Rogue, is subjective.”

Rogue, the Southern Belle of the X-men, came towards her clad in her swimsuit.  Storm could guess what form her relaxation was to take.

“ Well, ah ain’t gonna waste a perfectly good day jus’ sittin’ around doing nothin’.”

She threw her towel over a nearby deckchair.   

“ Is Gambit coming?”  Storm had a twinkle in her eye.

Rogue turned away, but Storm thought she saw her blush.  “ Ah don’t know; ya know that Cajun… ya never know what he’ll be doin’ next.”

She turned back to face Storm, her hair catching the wind.  Rogue’s hair was distinctive: brown with a white ‘skunk-stripe’ down the middle.  Bobby used to say that anyone would be able to find her head in any crowd of heads, because “ no one in their right mind on this planet would grow a skunk-stripe.”

She smiled.  Robert had changed little even from the early days.  She had not known him when he had been a part of the original five X-men, but he reportedly had been as much of a practical joker as he was today.

“ Who ya thinkin’ of shugah? Ol’ Forge?”

It was Storm’s turn to blush.  

“ No.  Actually, I was thinking of Bobby.”

“ The Walkin’ Ice Cube’s in the house, if ya were wonderin’.” 

“ It’s been so long since we’ve been able to relax now.”

“ Well ah’m agreein’ with ya,” Rogue slipped into the pool.  “ Gosh, it’s warm.”  She swam lazily around.  

“ I only wish the Professor were here to enjoy this beautiful day with us.  He needed the rest.”

“ Same ’ere.  Only the Professor’d most likely to lock ’imself in the study and not come out…” she laughed at the thought.  

“ I can’t help but worry.  His last public speech resulted in…”

“ Ah know, ah know… Stryfe comin’ in and shootin’ him full of the techno-organic virus and stuff…” she swam towards the edge of the pool, and faced Storm.  “ Don’t get all worked up about it shugah… the Professor’ll be careful.  And he’s a big boy already;  he can take care of ’imself.”

“ Don’cha worry a bit now hon’…”

“ … Jus’ sit back, and relax.”    

