Episode 6
Location: Israeli Desert

Time: 1950s

It was a cold morning.  

The still atmosphere, icy to the touch and unpolluted and natural as it was, allowed for a ever-growing brilliant and detailed view of the grand mountains in the distance, as the dim lighting of the dawn was gradually replaced by the strong rays of the rising sun.

The desert itself, was a paradox in this sense.  Scorching in the daytime sunlight, and frigid in the night’s darkness – in no other place on the earth, could one find this constant succession of two so very different elements.  In that sense, the desert stood unchallenged.

Charles was very aware of this paradox of nature, as he strolled within the hospital grounds.  

And to him, the nature of the desert was too, an analogy to an issue that had become very close to his heart these past years.  

For Charles Xavier had seen, in his short lifetime, what he now realised to be the evil in men’s hearts.

As a youth, he had faced the constant bullying of his stepbrother, known the fear and hatred of others towards his strange powers.  He had seen the horror of the war front, had killed ‘ enemy’ soldiers himself; had met a man who, driven mad by his own power, had turned it towards his own evil goals.  He knew evil for what it was, and this knowledge only served to grieve him.  

The ‘ cold’ that was the darkness in men’s hearts, though, might be countered by the ‘ heat’, that was the goodness that each man did (… must!) possess as well.  

He believed, too, that for all those who succumb to the evil of tyranny, there would be those who would take the path of peace.  By coming to Israel, he had hoped to set himself upon that same path, lest he allow the darkness to overcome his soul.  

He let the wind’s icy fingers caress his face, his bald plate.  It refreshed him, made him forget the strain of having to deal with the lofty arrogance of the hospital staff, the cold unfriendly atmosphere, the burden of the responsibility that came with his great power.  

He felt young again.  And as carefree as youth does when in its prime.

Early morning was a quiet time.  No patients were allowed out at this time, and few of the hospital staff would willingly sacrifice what little rest they could during the wee hours of the morning.  The night staff did not particularly enjoy strolls in the desert night.  

He was utterly alone, for as far as he could see on all sides.  Again, he sensed the precious feeling of being alone.  Amidst the hush of his environment, he was able to truly appreciate and take pleasure in that feeling.  

A high-pitched scream punctuated the dim atmosphere.  

What? — Charles’ thoughts were wrenched from their introspection, and snapped back to the present.  

It had been a woman’s voice, frightened, distressed, bordering on the hysterical.  The sound of it had immediately sent Charles running in its direction.  It did strike him that he was hardly qualified to deal with any emergency, as this would seem to be the case.  He should have tried to contact some other doctor on the night shift.  But there was a sense of urgency that he felt, and he did not attempt to contact anyone.  

He just ran.  

The hospital’s grounds covered a large expanse of land.  He would have found it rather difficult to pinpoint the scream’s origin, were it not for the second, then third, then fourth, scream that sounded over and over again.  

There… he thought, as he continued to run.  A figure slowly took shape, gradually changing from an unclear, dark shadow, to that of a young woman’s.  She was sitting on the ground, her weight thrown backwards, as if staggered and fallen.  As Charles drew closer, he could see the horror and fear on her face as she continued to scream.  

He slowed, drew closer to her.  But she did not notice him.  Her face was turned away, her eyes wide and fixated on some illusion only she herself could see.  Her thin hands pawed at the sand, desperately trying to back away from, to escape some demon of her creation.  The pale hospital gown she wore was filthy and torn in several places.  

She would not stop screaming.  

“ Keep away from me! Keep away from me! Go away!” The tears rolled down her pale cheeks, her shrieking interrupted only by her sobs.  

Charles knelt beside her.  He slowly raised his hand to touch her.  “ Do not be frightened.  I will help you.”

She turned her large, dilated eyes upon him, and her features twisted in panic as she shrank away.  “ No… keep away from me… don’t hurt me… Keep away from me!”  She scrambled to escape him.  

He knew that she had no reason to fear him.  But he realised that it was not his face that she saw, nor his voice that she heard.  To her, his face was that of another man, another demon, and his voice not his own, but that of the devil’s.  Automatically, he began to probe her mind, sensing the trauma and fear locked within.    

Though he only skimmed the surface of her thoughts, he could see, all too clearly, the nightmare she was living through at that moment.  But her nightmare had become a reality, with the images of bloodshed and destruction that overflowed from her mind’s eye.  

Before her, she saw death, destruction, cruelty, suffering.  He saw that it was but a thing of her past, but it seemed that that past had not left her, but haunted her relentlessly instead.  She continued, it seemed, to relive the pain and horror of days long past.  Because of that, she now cringed in front of him, shaking and sobbing.  

The poor child…he thought, though she was probably no younger than he was.  He now wished to help her, to soothe her fears.  For even though hers was no illness to be cured by medication, and he was trained to be but a ‘ simple, family doctor’, he did have some of the more unconventional methods of treating a patient.  

“ You poor child…  Do not fear, I am here to help.”  He moved closer to her, while gently utilising his powers to calm her fears.  Telepathically, he ‘ stroked’ her mind, attempting to override the negative images with positive ones.  In her mind, he inserted scenes of peace: the magnificent desert, the trees of his homeland, laughing children, and a man’s smiling face.  His smiling face.  

It confused her, this sudden flow of peaceful scenes.  She could not understand from whence they came from, or what they meant.  But Charles saw her features soften a little, and a slight shy smile creased the corners of her lips.  

“ Beautiful mountains… lovely trees… happy people…” she stared into the distance, her eyes unfocused and dreamy.  “ Family… Mama, Papa… flowers…”

She murmured to herself, no longer conscious of Charles’ presence.  She had taken his cue, and began thinking of her own images.  Pleasantries and scenes of a happy childhood rang in her mind, as she began to dream.  

Charles smiled inwardly.  His play had succeeded, and now she was calmer, and her nightmare was fading into the background.  But as he probed a little further, he realised that the nightmare had not been eradicated, but had retreated only for that moment.  At any moment, it might unexpectedly resurface again, and it would be far more difficult to deal with than before.  

He would therefore have to take advantage of the present lull.  

Moving close – to her side – he gently took her by the shoulders.  His touch startled her, but she did not scream.  The soothing images had had some effect.

“ W- who are you…?  W-what do you want from me?”

“ I am a doctor.  I want to help you.”

She did not seem to understand.  Then a gleam of realisation showed in her eyes.  

“ Please help me… help me.”

She quietly pleaded with him,  He continued to stroke her mind, and soon, her eyelids began to droop.  

“ Tired… so very tired…”

She gradually fell into a deep sleep.  

At that, Charles slowly stood up, allowing her to lie on the ground in her slumber.  

Looking down at her, she seemed so vulnerable.  A pitiful figure, curled up and shivering in the morning coolness.  She must have been through so much, he realised… it is a wonder that she managed to live with what she must have gone through, to be in such a pitiful state today.  
He continued to stand over her, a guardian standing watch over his charge, protecting her from the evils of the universe.  

Footsteps sounded in the distance.  

As they approached him, Charles looked up.  He was surprised – or was he? – to see Dr. Lensherr coming towards him.  The doctor approached him almost warily, cautiously, eyes narrowed as if in suspicion.  As he neared, he saw the woman lying asleep on the ground.  And though his face never changed, his eyes evidenced a measure of relief.  

“ I must apologise for any trouble she might have caused you.  She often wanders off from her ward.  We only just discovered her absence.”  

“ Who is she?”

“ She might be considered our most ‘ troubled’ patient.  She suffers from severe mental trauma following her torture at the hands of the Nazi group,  the Hydra.”

“ What is her name?”  The story seemed familiar to Charles.  Could it be that…?  
“ Her name is Gabrielle Haller.”

Charles said nothing, as he turned his eyes back on the woman.  This, then, was the woman he had been summoned here to treat.  He remembered the reports about her case very clearly.  Now he understood her nightmare.  

Lensherr saw his gaze, and understood.

“ I see, you are the new doctor whom we summoned for her case.”  He knelt down, and slowly lifted her up in his arms.  “ You and I shall see much of each other, then.  I too, am a doctor on this case.”

He looked at her face.  It was a face reflecting peace, and happiness.  A small smile lit her features, and she did not scream.  

“ Amazing.  I have never seen her this peaceful before.  Whatever action you took, sir, I must congratulate you for it.”

“ Thank you.”  Strange… did he sense an undercurrent of emotion under Lensherr’s words?  His face provided no clues, no hints as to what he truly thought or felt.

Charles watched the slumbering Gabrielle.  She seemed happy, delivered from her fears, dreaming of beautiful, pleasant things.  

Dream on, child… amidst all the nightmares of this world, even a single dream can make all the difference to you – and perhaps to others.

Dream on. 

Location: Washington D.C.
Wolverine stashed his yellow and black uniform in the jet, donning instead his denim jeans, checkered shirt and trademark Canadian jacket.  Having done that, he cloaked the jet and left the clearing of trees where he had landed, and trekked out to the road.

He was out in the suburbs of Washington.  The city itself was several miles off.  He would hike, but he did not really have the time to spare.  A cab it would be, then.  

He hailed one further down.  

He got in and gave the cabby a few curt directions, before “ shuttin’ his crap.”  His cabby though, was a lot more talkative.  

“ Hey man, you goin’ to Washington, huh?  Well I’m tellin’ you, there ain’t no city like Washington, brother.  Sure, you got New York and Miami and all, but they ain’t nothin’ like Washington.  And I’m a Washington man – I know.”

Shut yer crap, kiddo.  I ain’t in a good mood today.  Wolverine – Logan now, once out of uniform – tried to ignore the guy, but he refused to stop.

“ … stuff is always happenin’ around these parts.  Why, jus’ the other day that guy got snitched from that there hall downtown… guy givin’ a talk on them muties.  And then jus’ yesterday, somethin’ really weird happen down at the ‘ Mutant Alley’, man.  Them muties, they all totally gone, man…”

Wait a second here.  ‘ Mutant Alley’?  I ain’t heard no nothing about no ‘ Mutant Alley’.

“ … I seen for myself, brother.  They be lookin’ like zombies there.  Ain’t got nothin’ left in them… you know what I’m saying.”

“ Sorry kid, I don’t,” Logan’s deadly, rough voice came across slowly.  

“ Well, man, you sure don’t keep up with the times, huh? It happened a little something like this…”

The driver’s sing-song voice continued its story, and Logan repressed a growl of irritation.  He only wished that he had not parked this far from ‘ home’…   

Location: Washington D.C.,” Mutant Alley”

Time: the previous day

It was a dark place, this neighbourhood.  Tin cans and paper bags littered the road, rustling and clanking together whenever the odd car passed, rolling and tumbling in the strong winds that sometimes came.  

Buildings and streetlights had fallen into disrepair, benches broken and their wood taken to build the many shacks that lined the roads, between the buildings.  Dirt and grime covered the walls of the buildings, the pavements, the wooden shacks.  Graffiti was sprayed across the many buildings – “ Mutant Scum!”… “ Freaks!”… “ Mutants must Die!”

One building stood a little apart from the others, its grounds free from the masses of shacks.  Its walls were a dirty grey, unlike the blackness of the others.  Its grounds showed signs of attempts to clear the litter, the cans and paper bags.  A once-magnificent stained glass was shattered, its colours dull in the dark lighting.  A single cross rose above the pointed roof, but it had been broken in several places.  Several men and women were cleaning the graffiti from its walls.  

One man dressed in a torn black suit exited the church doors.  Speaking to those cleaning the writing, he spoke quietly.  “ Thank you, my friends.  May God bless you for your charity.”  

“ Bless you, pastor,” one man whispered, as he cleaned away an anti-mutant slogan – “ Die, mutants!”  His face was a monstrosity, hair sprouting all around, as if from a beast’s head.  His eyes were red, and his fangs gleamed as he opened his mouth.  

“ Yes, bless you, pastor,” another woman agreed, as the last flower on the grounds wilted at her touch. 

Tears rolled down the pastor’s cheek, and where they touched his clothing or fell to the ground, the cloth or soil bubbled and corroded away.  

“ Let us pray,” said he.  And the evening air was filled with the murmured prayers of this small group.  

Dirty-looking children running along the streets stopped as they heard the groups prayers, and they too folded their hands in a plea to God Almighty to deliver from their sorry state…

This was Mutant Alley – Washington’s slum for those who did not fit in.  

 Mutants from all over Washington, in fear of persecution and violence, gathered together here for safety.  Huddled together, they tried their best to turn their backs on the violence, on the hate.  It followed them here, of course.  But by being together, they were able to hold off the worst.  

Here, they cared for one another.  Theirs was a close-knit society, where everyone knew everyone else.  It provided a sense of security for them, and sometimes, hope.  

Many had turned to God for hope of deliverance.  The church now stood as a symbol of their dreams of perhaps someday, living a normal life.  Like the group now gathered in the church grounds praying, they too, prayed for a better life.  

Mutant Alley was a dark, sad place.  But for it residents, there was still hope.

— That is, until tragedy struck.  

Location: Washington D.C., “ Mutant Alley”

Time: present time

Storm led her team through the dark alleys.  

All around them, teams of doctors and nurses scuttled about, searching for mutant victims of the ‘ attack’.  Stretchers lined the pavements, and the police had cordoned off the area.  

The X-men avoided the authorities, as well as the curious crowd that had gathered at many of the road blocks.  Rogue and Storm had flown them in.  

They found themselves in one of the back alleys, and watchfully slipped out into the open street.  

“ Well, looks like no one’s home.”  

Iceman carelessly sat himself on one of the benches along the street.  The old and rotten wood, though, could not hold his weight, and he fell through it, sending up a cloud of dust and wood shavings.  

“ Ouch.”  

Jubilee giggled.  

Iceman looked at himself in mock anguish, sprawled out as he was, and tangled in the bench’s metal frame.  He was covered in dust.  “ Remind me never to sit on broken benches, ever,” he grimaced.  “ Dust and dirt doesn’t become me.”  

Jubilee burst out into laughter, only to be silenced by a quick look from Storm.  

“ Be serious, Robert.  We are on a mission.”  

“ Right-ho, weather-girl.”  He picked himself up and brushed as much dust as he could from his body.  

“ Humph, looks like the ol’ ice cube mussed himself up again.  Serve ‘im right, too.”  

“ Don’ worry, chere.  Gambit’ll help him clean up.”  Gambit moved out of the shadows of the buildings and approached Iceman.  

“ Stay back, Cajun.  I can clean myself up.”  Iceman would have pouted, had he not had his pride.  

“ You be so sure of that, mon ami?”

“ Be quiet, the two of you.”  Storm turned on them.  “ We do not want to attract unwanted attention.”  

“ You heard her, Bobby.  Shut up.”  

“ Oh, and how about you?”

“ Aww, grow up you two.”  Rogue shook her head and followed Storm.  

They made their way down the street, when they came upon what seemed to be a church.  There were people lying on the grounds, and Storm immediately halted their movements.  

“ We must tend to these people.”  

The adult members of the team quickly moved to the people’s sides.  Rogue knelt beside a man in a tattered black suit.  Jubilee stood by, confused as to what she should be doing.  

Storm, recognising her predicament, quietly addressed her.  Jubilee nodded, and moved towards the street and disappeared.  

“ Storm!”

Rogue was calling her.  

“ Get a load of this.” 

Storm too knelt beside the man in the black suit.  His hands were clasped together, fallen though he was.  Storm could see the tensed muscles, the contorted body.  But what was truly frightening was his face.  It was the face of a man possessed – the mouth wide open, facial muscles tightened and contorted, eyes unnaturally wide.  The white of his eyes showed plainly, his pupils focused on some distant object only he could see.  

Storm held his wrist.  

“ There’s a pulse.  This man is still alive.”  

“ You call this guy alive?”  Rogue stared in disbelief at the lifeless figure, the empty look on the face.  “ Ah wouldn’t want to know what dead looks like. An’ them eyes are spookin’ me out.”

She reached out and closed the man’s eyes.  As she did so, tears welled out from the sides of the eyes, and soaked into her glove.  

“ Oww!”

Rogue jerked her hand away from the man, shaking it up and down.  Gambit and Iceman immediately looked up from the people they were tending.  

“ What happened?”  Storm asked her.  

“ It’s crazy, but that guy’s tears jus’ burned a hole in mah glove.”  She held her gloved hand out for inspection.  True enough, there was a hole in it, and the edges were still bubbling away from the acid.  

They looked at each other.  They knew what each other was thinking.  He’s a mutant.
“ Dey’re all mutants, Storm.  Take a look at dis one.”  The man Gambit knelt beside resembled an animal more than it did a man.  

“ Hey, reminds me of Beast.”  Rogue laughingly commented, and moved to join Gambit.  

Storm continued to examine the man.  Somehow, the man’s expression looked very familiar…

But where have I seen such a thing…? Egypt… it was in Egypt… Cairo… the, the Shadow King… 

She remembered now.  It had been during her childhood, in Cairo as a young pickpocket.  She had been under the control of the psychic known as the Shadow King – been used as his slave and puppet.  Then Xavier had come, and challenged the Shadow King.  The Shadow King had been defeated then.  

But she remembered how, as Xavier left the room the Shadow King had been in, she had sneaked in the back door, searching for the ‘ Master’.  Seeing his lifeless body had been one of the greatest shocks she had ever experienced in her life.  

His face and body were contorted, locked in the fury and intensity of psychic struggle – his eyes wide and inhumanly white, his mouth opened and the saliva trickling out.  The sight of such a horrible ‘ death’ had been too much for the young Ororo, who ran screaming out of the room.  

The Shadow King…

So, it had happened again.  Like the Shadow King, these mutants had had their minds torn from their bodies.  But because they did not possess the telepathic  powers necessary to retain their psychic form, the immortality the Shadow King  had been able to attain was thus beyond them.

Her eyes caught the glint of metal on the man’s chest.  She pushed the jacket folds away, to reveal a crudely shaped cross, wrought of scrap metal.  

He is a pastor, or a priest, she realised.  And he was praying.  That would explain why his hands are clasped together.  
Slowly, she removed the necklace from the man’s neck.  

She rose from his side.  

“ We must find out who committed this monstrous act,” she said aloud, not to anyone in particular.  She was thinking,  thinking of the time she had discovered the Shadow King’s body.  And she remembered how, days after the incident, she had thought of it…

… it must have been a truly painful death.  

Jubilee came rushing towards them.  “ Guys, we have to go!  The police are headed this way!”

Gambit, Rogue and Iceman leapt up.  “ Cm’on Storm – we gotta move, girl.”  Rogue pushed her to get her moving.  Storm awoke from her memories, and followed them.  

In her hand, she continued to clutch the metal cross.

When a person’s body died physically, there was still, possibly, a hope for the soul to survive it.  That was the basis of religion.  But what if the soul was torn from a living body?  What if the soul simply faded away?  What was there left to save, or to believe in?

If there is a God… let him save the souls of these people, so that their faith might not go to waste.  And we, of the living, shall fight to have their killers punished.  

That, I promise we will do.

Location: Unknown

His cell was darkened, perhaps to mimic the time of day.  He did not know if it was day or night.  But he could possibly assume that it was night.  He needed some other way of referring to the time instead of the vague notion of ‘ now’.  

He realised he must be tired, to be thinking in such petty terms.  

He still did not understand what had been done to him.  He only remembered awaking from unconsciousness in his darkened cell, and no one had cared to explain to him what had taken place.  

Xavier sighed in the darkness.  

Then, the lights suddenly came on.  

Blinking, and unable to adjust to the sudden change in lighting, he peered at the figure standing at his cell entrance.  

“ Well Xavier.  I was wondering, would you like to know what’s on the news today?  You have caused quite another national stir again, if you’d like to know…”  

Creed.  

“ What do you mean – what are you talking about?”

“ Watch the news, Xavier.  And no questions.”

The screen on the opposite side of the room winked on.  

“ … terrible tragedy in “ Mutant Alley”…  doctors say they have no explanation for their condition… these mutants have been reduced  to a vegetative state… there has been no precedent of such mass ‘ carnage’  such as this… no one was spared… not children, not the elderly… investigations will proceed, but it is doubtful that they will produce any results…”

Creed turned the screen off.  

“ I suppose you understand now… no?  Well, let me remind you of the little session we had a little earlier… ah yes, I see you understand it now… well, don’t forget, we have another of those little sessions scheduled for tomorrow…”

“ I hope you’re looking forward to it – I know I am…”

With that, Xavier was once again plunged into darkness, and Creed left.  

Oh my God… what have I unleashed unto the world?
He had always known of his full capability, of his power’s potential for destruction.  That was why he had never used it, but vowed to utilise it for peaceful causes.  And yet… so many innocent lives had been sacrificed, had been destroyed, just from using but a fraction of his power.  

It had been Creed who deployed and used Xavier’s power, but that was no excuse for himself.  It had been his powers that had been used.  

It is my fault… it was my power that destroyed these people, not Creed’s.  I am responsible for their deaths… if I had fought him, if I had escaped with Magneto… if only I had… none of this would have happened.  

It was I who killed those people.  

The report had said that there were children numbering among the victims.  Young children… their minds ripped from their bodies… their souls fading to nothing in a world where only those that laid on the physical plane could exist.  Children… dying…

Tears rolled down his cheek.  

Dear God… what have I done?
The darkness closed about him.      

1
36

