Countdown

So I'm sitting in the shade under the dreaming tree…now the madness fades.
Flick-click.  Flick-click.  Flick-click.

John lit the wick on his Zippo, pulled the energy into the palm of his hand and split the fire into three equal flames.

Across from him, Sabretooth growled.

John kept a watch on him as he juggled the flames.

Sabretooth cracked his knuckles, bared his teeth and hissed at him.

John rolled his eyes.  Well, fuck me, Ma.  I’ve traded one hairy psycho for another.
He could count on both hands the days since he’d given the collective middle finger to Xavier’s School for Gifted Youngsters and the X-Men and joined what Magneto called “the Brotherhood of Mutants”.  It wasn’t a hell of a lot different.

His assignment on that first “mission” had been simple:  watch the getaway chopper.

Mags, Mysti, and the walking carpet had headed into a glorified hole in the ground and came up four hours later with what looked like a dead body wrapped in a shroud slung over the big guy’s shoulder.

Guess they were recruiting for the Brotherhood any way they could get ‘em.

Brotherhood, indeed.  The reality of the situation was that they were a rag-tag group of headjobs united by the simple fact that they had difficulty in developing interpersonal skills and coping mechanisms with their fellow sentient species, humans.

Take Mystique, for example.  She spent most of her time as Senator Kelly, occasionally getting away from the political world to check in with Magneto and suggest the next target they should dangle in front of President Walker and his aides-de-camp.

From what John understood, she and Magneto were waging a very successful Mom-and-Pop guerilla war against the USA, the only nation on earth that could possibly turn the Earth into the Nazi police state that it was mimicking more and more as each day passed.

It’s as if she delighted in provoking the military in trying to strike at shadows.  And the more human civilians who “bought it” the better.

But wait, there’s more!  Not only was she bloodthirsty Girl Friday to their Fearless Leader, but she was also sociopathic Mommie Dearest to Sabretooth.  The woman had no problem kicking the crap out of Tall, Blond & Toothy when he got out of line.

Which he did yesterday, like a toddler with three-inch fangs and a bad-to-the-bone attitude problem, when Mystique stopped him from getting into the room where Sleeping Beauty was recovering.

One well-delivered smackdown later and she was petting him as if he were a friggin’ house cat, scratching him behinds the ears and under the chin and calling him a “good boy”.

Luckily, Magneto was on hand to explain that strange bond.  “She found him when he was a few days old.  He was abandoned as an infant and she took him in and raised him.”

“Why?”

Magneto’s look was not unkind.  “We look after our own.”

John now stood in front of the viewing window, watching the girl sleep.

Why go to all this trouble for what amounted to Snow White’s blonde anorexic cousin?

Then John remembered how women who looked harmless sometimes turned out to have the power to knock you on your ass.  Case in point:  Marie.

Little Miss Soul-Sucker packed quite a wallop when she neutralized him on Drake’s front porch two weeks ago.  To say that he was pissed was an understatement of epic proportions.

And then on the Blackbird, the three of them waiting, waiting for what felt like a fucking eternity while the X-Persons (after all, let’s be politically correct for chrissakes!) did their best to rescue the X-puppies and Professor Chuck.

Six hours sitting in that metal coffin, itching to set fire to the silent green sentinels that ringed the clearing, watching Bobba-luga holding onto Rogue’s leather-clad hands and listening to the voices streaming from the comlink.

Listening to Magneto pry apart the door to the command center with next to no effort.

Listening to Mystique download them on the specs of that death lab and what might happen if they were captured.

Listening to Summers try and charbroil Dr. G.

So this was what would be in store for him with the X-Freaks.  Screw that.

Thank you, no.  I’m off to be the Wizard, the Wonderful Wizard of Jaws!

And here he was now, no different except for the fact that “home” was darker, the air was colder and no one laughed or smiled.  Well, he sure as shit didn’t miss those tight-assed teachers or the Professor’s endless lectures.

He missed the school.  There it was, bald and pansy-assed and real.

He missed Kitty’s cooking and the way her eyebrows communicated volumes with a quirk here and a lift there.  How Piotr was always panting after Jubilee and carrying her mounds of shit on those godawful day-long trips to the mall.  How Siryn looked at him with her green-gold eyes, daring him to pinch her and make her squeal loud enough to wake the undead.

And this chick, she don’t belong here.  No fuckin’ way she’s gonna survive this kind of life.  Wish I knew why the fuck I care, though.
Small bones, slender ankles and wrists and a long swan-like neck made her look seem a Lorien Elf incarnated.  Her pale hair, fair lashes and slender eyebrows added to the image, but she was much to petite to complete the analogy.

“She doesn’t look like him at all,” Erik said softly to Raven as they watched her sleep.  He wondered what color her eyes were.
“She favors her mother, in temperament and phenotype, if our information is correct.”  

“Not quite what I expected.”

She smiled and adjusted the humidity in the room.  “Appearances can be deceiving.”

The girl lay on a bed in the middle of the room, covered in a white sheet with the temperature maintained at a slightly tropical eighty-five degrees.  She was surrounded by an assortment of “runner” plants – variegated pothos, Virginia creeper and poison ivy.

“Any reason for the foliage?”

“They’re to keep out the boys, just in case they get any more bright ideas.”

 “How much longer will she sleep?”

“Until she’s ready to wake up.  It’s not a good idea to try and revive her before then or we might end up in a situation similar to the last one.  We don’t know how she’s going to react or how her mutation is going to manifest if she panics.”

Erik paused before changing the subject.

“What information did we acquire from Portland?”

Raven practically purred.  “Prime-level regenerative abilities, not just for herself, but able to work on others.  It’s totally instinctive, doesn’t require any kind of somatic or object-related focus.  He concentrated her education on human anatomy, genetics, and biochemisty.”

“Very interesting.  Anything of use to us?”

“According to Stryker, they’ve developed something called the Legacy virus – deadly to humans and mutants – and she’s the only known cure.”

“Fascinating.”

“Even more interesting is that she’s been on a cocktail of proteins, folate and calcium for the past four months.”

He allowed himself a smile.

“You said there was another you wanted?”

“Yes.  It’s going to require you to play dress up.”

She nodded.  “Of course.”

“Notify me when she’s lucid,” Erik requested before he left her to watch over the girl.

She lay on the table, waiting.  Her hips and legs were higher than the rest of her, and the pillowcase smelled of disinfectant.  The lights were very bright, but she liked to know what was happening so she did not close her eyes.

“Good morning,” he said to her in a pleasant tone.  “How are you feeling today?”

“Full.”

He put his hand on her forehead and smoothed the hair away. 

“We’re going to send you to sleep for a bit.”

“I know,” she said.  “I’m scared.”

“Why’s that?”

“It’s dark.  Can’t breathe.”

His tone was gentle.   “The machine will breathe for you.”

“What about Ri-chan?”

“She will be here when you wake up.”

“Will I wake up?”

“Yes.”

“Promise?”

“I promise.”

“Good night, Daddy.”

“Good night, little one.”

“Christ, not now!”

Bleeding.

“Stryker’s gonna be pissed.”

She was bleeding again.

“Goddamnit, I thought this one would take.”

Dull ache in the pit of her stomach and the muscles in her legs were cramping.

“We’ve gotta get it out of her before it grows!”

She wanted to curl up into a little ball, but the restraints made that difficult.

“She’s not dilating fast enough.  Gimme a number 9.”

She tried to relax into the pain like they taught her to, but this was something she hadn’t been prepared for.

“Jesus, I’ve never seen so much blood before!”

Hurts.  

“Okay, we’re open.  Hose!”

Hurts so much.

“Hurry!  We’ve got six minutes, max.”

:Momma!  Make it stop!  Make it stop!:  

:I’m here, baby.  I’m here.:
:Oh, please, make it stop!:
“Thank God!  She’s starting to heal.”

:Shhh, it’ll be over soon, sweetheart.  Hold onto me.  I’m not going anywhere.:
“Fuck, I’m glad that’s over!  Come on, let’s clean her up.”

Thumb firmly planted between her lips, she lay absolutely silent and still in her bed as the men opened the door to their room and shoved him inside.  They closed the door and locked it and the light was gone.  Safe to move again.

He was not crying this time.  Perhaps it wasn’t as bad.

He stumbled to the bed and collapsed.  “Can you make it go away?”

She felt along the back of his nape where they had opened up the scar again.

“I don’t know,” she whispered into the darkness, placing her palm against the scar and curving her fingers around his throat.  She closed her eyes and pulled.

Seconds passed, maybe minutes.  Nothing.

“I’m sorry.  I’m not strong enough.”

“Can I sleep with you tonight?”

She lifted the blanket and he crawled in beside her.  The bed was barely big enough for two, but they managed to squeeze in.  She pulled the blanket up over both of them and took his hand in hers.

“Tell me the story, the one about the wind,” he whispered.

She gently squeezed his hand.  “Outside, beyond the walls, there are mountains and forests and vast open spaces of water called oceans.  And the wind roams over all of them.”

“Because the wind is free.”  He knew the story by heart.  

She smiled in the darkness and gathered him close.  “And one day, we will climb the mountains and journey through the forests and sail the oceans.”

“One day when we are free.”

His breathing was soft and deep and she knew that sleep was coming for him at last.  She kissed his forehead and cuddled him to her.

“Where am I?”

“Safe.”

“Who are you?”

“A friend.”

“Where’s James?”

“Who?”

“James.  He was with me.”

Erik looked down at the girl, his face blank.  “You were the only one we found.  Everyone else was dead.”

“Oh.”

“I’m sorry.”

She rolled to her side and used her arms to push herself up to a sitting position.  “This is not the usual room.”

“We thought you might feel more comfortable in here.”

Her eyes were pale green, rimmed in deep jade.  “You’re not a doctor.”

“No.”

“They have hunted you before.”

“Yes.”

“Daddy…he knows of you.”

“Yes.”

She lifted her hand to the back of her neck.  “Jason.  Is he with us?”

Erik shook his head.

“Yuriko?”

“I’m sorry.”

“No,” she said, letting her hand drop to her lap.  “No need.  May I please have some water?”

He poured water from a pitcher into a cup and held it to her lips.  She drank slowly and carefully until it was all gone.

“Thank you.”

He smiled and nodded.

“I will need a few hours until I’m well enough,” she said, lowering herself back down onto the bed.

“Well enough to what?”

“Heal.  Wrap the shoulder tightly.  I can heal him when I wake up.”

Too late for questions, she was already back asleep.

Erik stood up and walked over to the door.  It slid open to reveal Pyro, right hand clapped over his bloody left shoulder.

Erik sighed and closed his eyes.  “Sabretooth?”

Pyro smiled tightly.  “You guys got a First Aid kit in this place?”

